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Designed for performance and durability 


Designed to make the fastest PCs even faster Tl 
The new Force GT series SSDs deliver read and write speeds of up to 555Mb/second, gacorsal® 
taking advantage of the extra bandwidth offered by SATA 3 interfaces. Force GT is 


backward-compatible with SATA 2, so you’ll still get incredible performance today, . 3 
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and you’ll be ready when you upgrade later. 


Designed for real-world speed ny 
Boot time, application load times, data transfer, and even shutdown times - they’re Se, 
all faster. You’ll be amazed at the improvement over traditional hard drives, or even 

existing SATA II SSDs the very first time you power up your system, and for virtually 

everything you do after that. 


Designed for reliability 

Because Force GT series SSDs have no moving parts, they can handle shock, s:240¢8 = my 
vibration and temperature changes far in excess of traditional hard drives, and they 3 3 
run cooler too. Important for your desktop PC and essential for your notebook. 


The new Force GT Series solid-state drives. Designed for you. 
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Gaming is ubiquitous 


The other day | was on the train. sudden ubiquitousness of computing 
There | was, standing up in the carriage, _—‘really struck me at that moment. As did 
packed between mothers, sqawling the computing power that was packed 
children, businessmen and uni students. into that one small bit of carriage. 
But | noticed something odd... they were One woman was playing some fantasy 
all gaming, and those that weren’t, were quest game on iPad, another was doing 
working. Everyone was connected. something that looked like graphical 
Now, you're likely going to hate this, layout on hers. A dude in a suit — ill-fitting, 
but they were mostly on iDevices — iPods, crumpled, and with a terrible tie, bu 
iPhones, iPads — but regardless, the | digress — was playing tetris, another 
dude was playing Angry Birds, and the 


uni student was madly slicing up fruit 
with his index finger. 

A lot of PC enthusiast and hardcore 
gamer types hate Apple, and | get 
that, but you can’t argue with how the 
company’s thoroughly changed the 
gaming space, and made everyone a 
gamer in ways we just couldn't have 
dreamed of even a few years ago. 

All the iHate aside, that’s got to be a 

good thing, right? 

Oh, and important business — our 
Ed Assistant and Production gal Ewa 
Grygier is leaving us for a little while 

to work on her latest build project - a 
small child! We wish her luck and 
thank her for all her hard work. 
Bye! 


David Hollingworth 


AatomiccREw 


editorial production advertising + marketing 
editorial@atomicmpc.com.au group production manager angelasutherland t+6128399 3611 f+6128399 3622 
editor david hollingworth production manager ewa‘baby mama’ grygier_ group advertising manager joanne nichols 
deputy editor justin robinson printed by webstar jnichols@haymarketmedia.com.au 
editorial assistant ewa grygier distributed by haymarket media 

design network distribution company t+612 8399 3611 f+612 8399 3622 
art director david west (02)9282 8777 50 victoria street, mcmahons point 
product photography jason busch gordon & gotchnew zealand nsw 2060 

creative director sam grimmer (09) 6253005 managing director jeremy vaughan 
contributors: danrutter, ashton mills, commercial director darren mcnally 
chris taylor, jake carrol, ben mansill, publishing manager phil vella 

vito cassisi, josh lundberg, john gillooly, 

james matson 


8 


© 


PEFC 


fe cas kha eae 


CONTENTS 4 


Mod News 
Mod madness with Ashton. 


Witcher 2 tweaks 10 


An extra dose of tweaky goodness. 


X-Ray 2 
Jake Carrol on the ways we connect 
our stuff. 


8 


1/0 18 
Our monthly helpdesk. 

Console Wars: Part 1 22 
We go back and look at the early days | 
of the humble gaming console. 


ROTARY TOOL 
-HEADZHEAD 


CONTENTS 


MAXIMUM POWER GAMING 
I 


MAXIMUM POWER GAMING <4 
{ teak 


mca SUBSCRIBE & SAVE... 


REPORT * MOTHERBOARD ROUNDUP # 990FX » 
ost RORAFT Il: WINGS OF LIBERTY ® * COMPUTEX 2011 » 


PERIPHERALS pg 86 
Tt eSPORTS Meka G-Unit 38 aM. 
HEAD 2 HEAD 
Modding Tools 40 
| SPECIAL FEATURE 
Atomicans Choice Awards 50 
| Kitlog 60 
69 
ATOMIC.EDU 70 | 


Chris Taylor gives you all the facts on 
starting tertiary. 


| HOW TO... 72 
We show you how to pretty up 
your case with an engraving. 


CHIPSET 
AMD A8-3850 34 7 
SPECIAL REPORT 76 
VIDEO CARDS Battlefield vs. Call of Duty 
Sapphire HD 6950 36 
| Preview: Elder Scrolls: Skyrim 86 
rae FEAR 3 89 
Antec Kuhler 920 37 
Antec Kuhler 620 37 | Preview: Battlefield 3 90 
MEMORY Atomic Revolver: Melbourne 94 
Kingston KHX2133C9AD3TIFK4/8GX 38 Culture Shock 97 


Pioneer of —— 


Innovative Technology 


* For compatible models only 
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- PC User Product Of The Year & Best Buy 2011 - Great Value & Performance - New Intel Sandy Bridge Technology - New Intel Sandy Bridge Technology 

- Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Mobile Processor * Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Mobile Processor - 2nd Generation Intel Core i3 / iS / i7 Processor - 2nd Generation Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor 
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PCI-Express X16 Graphics - Blu-ray Playback & TV Tuner optional - Optional TV Tuner, 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera, - Up to 3 SATA Hard Drives RAID 0/1/5 

- 802.11b/g/n Wireless, 2 Mega Pixel Camera - Power saving - Energy Star 5.0 Wireless 802.11b/g/n, Blu-Ray, Bluetooth - Multiple case choices & customisable options 


All prices include GST, exclude freight, all images are for illustrative purposes only. Errors and omissions excepted. Free 1 Year On-site Pickup & Return Warranty, 2 and 3 Years Optional. 
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The Old Republic MMO is getting a 
limited launch - good or bad thing? 


Bioware makes an official announcement on the limited launch 
of The Old Republic MMO, and fans blow a valve... but is Bioware 
maybe onto something here? 


As many regular readers might know, 
we’ve spent much of July on a lovely 
holiday. But even while trooping about 
castles and fancy cocktail bars, we heard 
hints of the furore over Bioware’s launch 
plans for Star Wars: The Old Republic. 

Long story short... well, we’re not getting 
here any time soon. In fact, many countries 
outside of North America aren’t getting the 
game any time soon. Here’s what Bioware 
themselves said on their official forum: 

“Today we’ve announced the pre- 
order details for the initial launch of Star 
Wars: The Old Republic, and as you may 
now know, we’ve taken the difficult but 
necessary decision to limit our initial launch 
supply for the game. 

BioWare and LucasArts are completely 
focused on building an exceptional game 
and an exceptional service to go with it. We 
decided to constrain our launch capacity 
to ensure we deliver a great experience 
to every player. Part of the reason this 
decision was made was because of 
the overwhelming demand for The Old 
Republic, and we’re humbled by that level 
of excitement and anticipation. We fully 
intend to deliver to you an amazing game 
when we expand our service post-launch, 
but right now we cannot commit to any 
timeframe for when that may happen.” 


We first got wind of Old Republic issues 
at E3, when we were told by our EA rep not 
to bother seeing any of the TOR previews. 
When a person whose job it is to hype a 
game tells you not to bother, you know 
something’s up. And this — the limited 
launch — was the issue. 

However, upon reflection, we’re not sure 
this is a bad thing. 

You see, MMOs have it tough. Any MMO 
developer worth their salt wants a big 
launch, but big MMO launches are complex. 
There’s no game genre quite so demanding 
on infrastructure as an MMO, and if you get 
it wrong, and end up with a buggy launch 
plagued by endless queus and server 
downtime, it can kill a game. There’s no 
amount of beta testing that can really push 
your server or service architecture. 

However, Bioware’s taken another option, 
with an effectively phased launch. So, what 
do gamers really want? The game right now, 
warts and all, or as polished as it effectively 
can be to ensure longterm MMO viability? 

Having played the game, and still quite 
honestly keen to play and explore Bioware’s 
first MMO outing, I’m actually quite happy 
waiting, if it’s going to mean a better and 
viable product in the long-run. Opting for a 
limited release is a bold move, but one we 
hope pays off for the company. () 


Leaked air-cooled AMD FX-8150P 
‘Bulldozer’ hits 5.14GHz 


Enterprising internet leakists have oozed some information about AMD's 
newest processor — but not enough for a solid performance confirmation. 


We at Atomic expect big things of the Bulldozer 
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atform; prime among these things is an 
bility to overclock well on aftermarket air 
he solution that’s most practical for the vast 


majority of readers). 


It naturally follows that we're quite excited 
the prospect of AMD's latest processor 


architecture, Bulldozer, being overclocked to 


whopping 5140MHz — 5.14GHz — on what 
pears to be a relatively standard Noctua NH- 


D14 heatsink. 


A 


CPUz is also run, which shows off the 
D chip’s model name of FX-8130P, an 
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overclocked TDP of 186W (stock of 125W is 
ikely), and the motherboard used: the ASUS 
Crosshair V Formula. Most AM3+ boards can 


o overclock this far. 
The overclock is supposedly achieved 
with a multiplier of 22x and a HT bus speed 
of 233MHZz, requiring a huge 1.594V to 
be pumped through the chip for stability. It 
appears to be enough to boot into windows; 
hough benchmarks are run at lower speeds 
Catch the video on our site - http://www. 
atomicmpc.com.au/?26293 


“What's a Blog?”. 


un this chip just fine, though not all will be able 
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FROM ATOMIC 


ONLINE 


Well, | wasn’t here for much of this month, 
but thankfully my faithful mod-goblins 
were on top of keeping track of all the 
awesomeness that happened while | was 
gone. 


(Hmm... mod-goblins... | like that!) 


Anyhoo, now's the time where we reflect on 
their skulking, and find out the best of the 
best, and then present them with a shiny 
prize. And this month, it’s extra shiny — we’re 
retiring our bottomless box of BlackWidow 
keyboards, and replacing it with a near 
never-ending supply of Razer Hydra/Portal 
2 bundles! Woot! And who gets the first lot 
of loot? 


opy! He reviews a mouse that’s had relations 
with a gun! 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=43878&st=0&#ent 
ry882094 


Muppet-style celebrations! And we even 
have runners up, who get all the cloth-arm 
waving as well. 


More nostalgia kicked off thanks to 
dreamreaver. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=43678 


kikz asks, in his best Danny Devito voice, 


http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=43867 


And st8smn knocks up a hangi from a 
hangover (cause it’s a keg, that he had to 
empty. Geddit’?!) 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/index. 
php?showtopic=43802 


Hooray for all! 


MOD MATTERS 


Game Jade Empire 
URL jade-empire-in-style.com 


B:: hits like Mass Effect and Dragon 
Age, Bioware made a name for itself 
with the genre-defining Neverwinter Nights 
and Knights Of the Old Republic. In between, 
however, it also released a game that didn’t 
quite get the exposure it deserved, but is every 
bit a gem all the same: Jade Empire. 

While the graphics don’t quite hold up to 
today’s standards, it’s still one of the best 
games in the last decade to be your own Ziyi 
Zhang or Chow Yun Fat, playing out a classic 
martial-arts filled story set in ancient China. 

Key, of course, to Jade Empire’s charm is the 
ability to level your character in various styles 
of martial arts, which you then use to deadly 
effect in the combat (which, after all these 
years, holds up really well compared to modern 
games with real-time combat). 

But throughout the adventure, you are limited 
in the range and ability of the combat styles 
you acquire depending on your choices. Jade 
Empire in Style aims to remedy this, improving 


on the original styles and addingnew ones- _,, JM portantly, you can now learn the combat styles of 


but importantly, you can now learn the combat 


styles of the opponents you face by fighting the opponents you face by fighting them. The more 


them. The more you fight, the more you can " 
euro ae you fight, the more you can improve your own styles. 
The mod also expands the in-game gem 
armours, with a range of new types including on groups and Heart of Darkness that sucks nature of the original character path by granting 
the protecting Cloudstone that helps to take an opponent’s Chi and Focus every time they large bonuses to one path at the detriment of 
land a hit; and adds a new branch of character __ the other two. 
growth through specialisations in each of Jade Empire in Style is a small mod and if 
Martial Arts, Magic and Weapons. Becoming you're a Jade Empire fan, a great reason to 
a specialist helps break the jack-of-all trades pick it up for another playthrough. (\) 
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MOD MATTERS 


Revamp Expansion 


Game Supreme Commander 2 


SS" Command 2 might not quite 
be as great as the original Supreme 
Commander, or the granddaddy of both games 
Total Annihilation, but it's not something a nicely 
placed mod or two can’t improve. 

The Revamp Expansion mod is an overhaul 


URL www.moddb.com/mods/revamp-mod 


that takes aim at pretty much every aspect of 
the game, from Al and the research tree to 
adding new units and, most of all, scale — almost 
all units and buildings have been shrunk in size 
(except for some top-tier units, making them 
truly gigantic and powerful) and ranges of all 
weapons scaled to match. This has the effect 

of making the maps considerably larger in scale, 
which goes hand-in-hand with a new unit cap of 
2000, providing for some truly epic battles. 

To aid this the economy has also been 
tweaked, and is more in-line with the original 
Supreme Commander. Powerful, large, units 
take more research and resources to build, 
much like the older games, while the range 
of units available at all tiers has been greatly 
expanded — thanks to around 130 new units 


LOGIN 
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PATCH 
notes 


The Sims 3 Patch v1.22.9 for Mac OS X 
Project Reality Patch v0.957 to v0.966 
Eve Online Patch v267203 to v271273 
World of Tanks Patch v0.6.4 to v0.6.5 
Need For Speed: Hot Pursuit Patch v1.05 


FakeFactory’s Cinematic 
Patch v10.94 Mod for Half-Life 2 


Crysis 2 Patch v1.8 


A 


ported across from Supreme Commander and 
Forged Alliance. 

Numerous other changes include new 
projectiles, custom textures, new effects 
and interface changes to match many of the 
upgrades the mod brings. 

This is arguably the biggest mod for Supreme 
Commander 2 and it changes the gameplay 
extensively — which is a good thing, if you got 
bored of it as quickly as | did. Best of all, because 
it changes so much, the old tactics won't work 
and the improved Al and new units they use 
make it an entirely fresh experience. If you're a fan 
of the series, but not of Supreme Commander 2 
so much, definitely give it a try. (= 
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Witcher 2 


The Witcher 2 is a graphically demanding, intense PC 
gaming experience - but it can be even more epic with 
our in depth tweaking guide! 


Wie 2 is beautiful, perhaps the most 
beautiful DX9 game ever made. And, 
thankfully, it's tweakable too — which is just as 
well, as it can be as demanding on hardware as it 


is pretty to gaze at. It also allows those with truly 
uber rigs to actually improve upon the visual feast. 


The User. ini file 


The only file you need to play with is ‘User. 

ini’, which can be found in your Users\WUser 

name\Documents\Witcher 2\Config directory. 

Naturally, make a backup of the file first. 

It's fortunate we can edit this, as the Witcher 

2 configuration tool doesn't actually add some 

of the settings set for the profile you selected. 

Tweaking will not only allow us to alter the game's 

settings, but also add these missing values. 

If not already, start by running the Witcher 

2 Configurator from ‘Options' in the Witcher 2 

launcher and set the Configuration Set to ‘Ultra’, 

Then set Texture Memory Size to 'Very Large’ 

and set Ultrasampling to 'Disabled', click OK. 
Now open the User.ini file, and add the 

following that the Configurator misses from its 

pre-defined sets: 
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Setting the MeshDistanceScale to a much larger number prevents models and textures popping in. Notice the 


detail on the archway here. 


CharacterLodGameplayDownscale=O 
FoliageDistanceScale=1.0 

Max TextureSize=2048 

Texture TimeBudget=l0 


Additionally, the Configurator fails to set the 
shadow settings correctly for the profile you 
selected. Using the values for the ‘Ultra’ profile, 
set the the following: 
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SELECt SiGN8, SWOROS, ANO POCKEt ItEMs 
Without CLICKING. 


(ey) 
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Signs 


This actually fixes the blocky shadowing that 
many complained about online. As a general 
rule, larger shadow maps always look better 
but can also impact performance. 


Visuals tweaking 

Ultra is already stunning, but you may notice 
both models and textures popping in at a 
distance even on the Configurator's maximum 
‘Vary Far' setting. Additionally, even with Texture 
Memory Size set to 'Very Large’ the texture 
memory budget tops out at 600M, and this 
setting can affect how smoothly the game plays 


WiTCHER = TWEAK GUIDE 


/\ CRAFTING DIAGRAMS 


DIAGRAM: SUPERB LEATHER TR.., 
CRAFTING DIAGRAM 


SUPERB LEATHER TROUSERS 
ARMOR +1 
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AMETHYST DUST 
NGREDIENT/CRAFTING COMPONENT 


AMETHYST DUST 


Thanks to mods you can spend less time fighting the interface, and more time fighting creatures. 


The above assumes a graphics card with 
more than 1G onboard, which most modern 
cards have these days. If you have a 2G card 
or more, set TextureMemoryBudget even higher 
(but no more than within 20% of the maximum 
onboard memory). If you have less than 1G 


Another setting that’s a matter of preference 
is vignette, which darkens the corners of your 
screen, but has no effect on performance. 


as new textures are streamed in. You can triple 
the LOD distance and up the texture memory 
size with the following: 


on board, the extra boost of 'Very Large’ from 
the Configurator for Texture Memory Size is 
probably sufficient. It's easy to check though — 
use a monitoring tool to measure VRAM usage 
at different values of TextureMemoryBudget, 
being sure to test in multiple busy areas and 
combat. If you never approach your card's 
onboard limit, you can raise it higher. 


j | 


Depth of field is demanding and a matter of personal preference. 
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Performance tweaking 


For lower end systems, or even high-end 
ones struggling in certain scenes, start with 
the visuals edits above but then make these 
changes: 


And if you don't mind some popping set 
FoilageDistanceScale and MeshDistanceScale 
lower, but try not to go below 1.0 for each. 
MaxCubeShadowCount and ShadowedLights 
could also be reduced to 1 ina pinch. There's 
also the ShadowQuality setting, which can be 
reduced to 2, but lower quality shadows look 
ugly so avoid it unless you really need to regain 
some frames. 

Alternatively, some of The Witcher 2's effects 
can also be quite demanding, and many are a 
matter of taste anyway. Set the following for a 
further gain without compromising shadow or 
LOD quality: 


Depth of field and screen space ambient 
occlusion (SSAO) especially are performance 
sinks, and some may prefer the visual fidelity 
with DOF disabled anyway, so give it a try. 
Another setting that's a matter of preference 
is vignette (Vignette=1), which darkens the 
corners of your screen, but has no effect 
on performance. Though you might be 
tempted, it's not worth disabling anti-aliasing 
(AllowAntialias=0), as the game uses its 
own method and without it the game looks 
demonstrably worse off. 
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Well-balanced dagger 


Finally after you've made your changes and 


saved the file, right-click on it, select Properties 


and mark it read-only. Using the Configurator 
again or changing settings in-game will 
overwrite the file and you may lose some 
changes. 


The mysterious 
Ubersampling 


Ubersampling, which CD Projekt RED 
describes as rendering the scene "multiple 
times to give best possible texture and 

object details and antialiasing", saw heated 
debate when the game first debuted — mainly 
because it doesn't seem to improve on visuals 


Belch” VWITCHER 2 TWEAK GUIDE 


UGH LANDING 
he riverbank to Flotsam. 


Thanks to a vocal backlash, CDPR resolved to 


add 16:10 (and 4:3 for those still on old CRTs) 
support in the up-coming 1.3 patch... 


that much, but does come with a massive 
performance impact. Even triple-SLI systems 
are bought to their knees. 
Enabling ubersampling in the Configurator 
sets this value to 2 — which led some to wonder 
that if '2' is the full effect, what would '1' do? 
It's easy enough to try, and although some 
forum denizens have sworn it improves visuals 
without a major performance impact, side by 


chainmail appears more detailed, while Geralt's face is softer. 
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side screenshot comparisons don't show any 
differences. No harm putting in though if you 
want a dose of ‘just in case’ placebo. 


Skip the eleventybillion 


intros 

Annoyingly every man, his dog, and his dog's 
leas have an intro sequence when the game 
starts. Save your sanity and your ESC key with 
he intro removal mod at www.witchernexus. 
com/downloads/file.php?id=150. You could 
also delete the movies from the CookedPC/ 
movies directory, but the mod is a little cleaner, 
and just tells the game to only play the CD 
Projekt Red intro. See 'Modding with Geralt' for 
ore mods. 


What are these ploughing 
black bars? 


Although 16:9 monitors are the standard these 
days, their larger pixel real estate predecessors 
of 16:10 are still a majority among PC gamers. 
Unfortunately, CDPR didn't include 16:10 support, 
and so users with 1920x1200 or 2560x1600 
resolutions found to their dismay that the Witcher 
2 displayed black bars top and bottom. 

Thanks to a vocal backlash, CDPR resolved 
to add 16:10 (and 4:3 for those still on old 
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CRTs) support in the up-coming 1.3 patch, 
which may be out by the time you read this. If 
not, a program called Flawless will run resident 
in memory and provide a full 16:10 experience 
for The Witcher 2. It's not quite perfect - HUD 
text can stretch and there's a slight blurring 
moving forward with Geralt, but it's better than 
nothing for now. Flawless also supports other 
games such as Borderlands, Duke Nukem 
Forever, and the new Alice: Madness Returns. 
Flawless can be downloaded from www. 
flawlesswidescreen.org 


Geralt, the softly spoken 
Another small complaint has been Geralt's 
dialog which, understandably, is almost always 
played through the center channel — but due 
to mixing problems often ends up playing at a 
lower volume than the characters around him. 
An up-coming patch may fix this, but for now 
the easiest solution if you experience this is to 
set your Speakers in Windows' control panel 
to 4.1 over 5.1. This will mix the center channel 
through the front left and right speakers, giving 
Geralt the full vocal soundstage he deserves. 


Modding with Geralt 


Even without an official SDK as yet, plenty of 
modders have taken to the game. There are 
your usual mix of texture mods, unofficial fixes, 
and improvements but if you want to keep the 
original feel of the game you shouldn't stray 
too far. There are however four mods we highly 
recommend. 

The first two are HUD Tweaks and 
Panel Tweaks, covered in last month's 
Modification. These are essential for any 


s. 


compPperTition 


WIN ONE OF THE LAST AVAILABLE 
COLLECTORS EDITION SETS IN AUSTRALIA! 


Atomic is giving away a Witcher 2 Collections Edition boxed set, a rare and valuable gem 
that bundles more Witcher than you can shake a Kayran tentacle at. It includes: 


e The Witcher 2 game DVD 

e Making of DVD 

e Soundtrack CD 

e Hard-cover art book 

¢ Sculpture of Geralt 

¢ Game Manual 

¢ Game guide 

e Map of the Northern Kingdoms 

e In-game items: Pamphlet, 
Salamandra coin, Oren coin 

e Dandelion's guide to cards and dice 

e Witcher 2 themed deck of cards 

e Dice poker set 

e Papercrafts 

e DLC content 

e Collector's Edition box 


How can you win this awesome pack of awesomeness? 
Easy: just tell us in 50 words or less why our esteemed Editor 
David would make a great (or perhaps not so great) Witcher! 


Send your entry to: editor@atomicmpc.com.au or post your entry on the forums in the 
‘Witcher 2 Collector's Edition Competition’ thread in the Feedback section. 


The winner and their answer will be announced on the forums. 


play through, adding features such as better 
inventory and alchemy management and 
improved HUD feedback. HUD Tweaks can 

be found at www.witchernexus.com/ 
downloads/file.php?id=132, Panel Tweaks 
at www.witchernexus.com/downloadsffile. 
php?id=87. 

The next two address what many consider a 
lack of balance in the later game. Act 1 is quite 
challenging, but as Geralt grows in strength 
and finds powerful equipment, many lamented 
that Acts II and Ill were far too easy and offered 
less challenge. Hence the mods Better Combat 


a 


and Complete Equipment Overhaul (CEO) try 
to address this by changing how damage is 
delt in combat and through elments such as 
signs, potions and bombs; and the power and 
abilities of equipment Geralt finds throughout 
the game. Though made by different authors, 
both mods are designed to be used together 
and can greatly enhance your Witcher 2 
experience. Better Combat can be found 

at www.witchernexus.com/downloads/ 
file.php?id=44, CEO can be found at 
www.witchernexus.com/downloads/file. 
php?id=89. 
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CONNECTING STUFF 


Jake Carroll has some ideas... 


O: all the wars that are fought on the 
battlefield of rival technology standards, 
none are even remotely close to the blood 
bath that is the common data interface. These 
standards, such as USB, FireWire, Thunderbolt 
et al. are the most contested, valuable and user- 
experience changing technologies in portable 
and desktop computing. It’s not about the 
CPU, the GPU, the SPU or the amazing super 
AMLOED displays. It’s all about how you can 
plug things into it. 
We're only just beginning to understand 
he capabilities of the interfaces computing 
companies have recently put in our hands. With 
USB3, eSATA, Thunderbolt and XAUI interfaces 
starting to show themselves in the mass market, 
we have plenty to learn and investigate in 
erms of what these new technologies are really 
capable of. To that end, this month we're taking 
a little pocketknife to the insulation around the 
cable and stripping away the safety lining, to look 
at the budding plethora of I/O interfaces. 


Back in the elder days... 
The beige team 


Remember USB? It promised to revolutionise 
the way we connected peripherals to our PCs. 
Possibly more remarkable than that — it actually 
did revolutionise connectivity for us. For once 
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in our dim little grey box lives, we actually 

got a product that did what some company 

or movement suggested it would. It was a 
welcome change, given our options at the time. 
We had: 


e PCMCIA 

e SCSI 

e SCSI-LVD 

e ADB or Apple Desktop Bus 
e Parallel ports 

e PS/2 ports 

e Serial DIN style ports 


The most frustrating part about many of 
these devices was the implicit need for driver 
installations, reboots, more reboots and buying 
compatible devices with the right pin-out to do 
the job, even if the standard you were working 
with suggested it’d all just work. 
n 1994 a working party got fed up with it 

all and decided to unify the interfaces into one 
cable that could rule them all. It was a venture 
between seven companies in total, including 
IBM, NEC, Compaq, DEC, Intel, Microsoft and 
Nortel. Most of these companies still exist in 
their original form. The stated intention of the 
group and their project was to simplify usability 
of external connectivity to PC’s and to enhance 
data transfer rates. 


In 1995 Intel manufactured the first silicon 
that was to be shipped as USB (Universal 
Serial Bus) inside computers. With a blistering 
full-speed bandwidth of 12Mbit/sec, the USB 
1.1 standard was impressive for the day. Astute 
readers will notice the omission of USB 1.0 — it 
was effectively dead before it ever made it to 
the mass market because of several problems 
including (but not limited to) data extension, 
cable signalling issues, pass through devices 
(such as hubs) and power limitations. It’s 
unsurprising that few ‘true’ USB 1.0 devices ever 
made it into the market. 

Progress came in 2000 when the USB-IF 
(USB implementers forum) decided to push on, 
to the USB 2.0 specification. The venture was 
funded by NEC, Intel, Alcatel-Lucent and Philips. 
With stunning success they pushed USB to 
480Mbit/sec. 

USB 3.0 was officially specified in 2008, 
where the main goals of the USB-IF, this time 
around, were to increase bandwidth to 5Gbit/ 
sec, decrease power consumption, maintain 
USB 2.0 backward compatibility and increase 
power output capability to devices that 
required it. In January 2010, the first USB 3.0 
device silicon was presented, Known as the 


‘SuperSpeed’ bus. 


USB 3.0 is the first physical cable and 
connector interchange since USB 1.1. The pin 
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out is different, the cable conductive properties 
are different and the signalling is different. 


Back in the elder days... 


The rainbow team 

Winding backward again, all the way back to 
1988, on the other side of the fence was the 

IEEE 1394 standard. Apple called it FireWire. 
Sony called it i.Link. Texas Instruments called 
it LYNX and internal development silicon was 
known as ‘Chefcat’. If the folklore of the elder 
days is right, then these names came from 


a group of Apple 


executives sitting around a 


meeting table staring at the famous artwork 


by Kilban, emblazoned on the coffee mug oO 
Michael Johas Teener. MJT’s musings suggest 
(appropriately) tha 
never one company’s technology, but that o 
a consortium or large working party, even if i 


FireWire/IEEE 1394 was 


was Apple's inception and idea that got the ball 


rolling. 


IEEE 1394 quickly replaced parallel SCSI in 


many applications because of its lower costs, 
easier cabling, lower power consumption and 


CONNECTING STUrFr 


USB 3.0, with it’s characteristically 
thicker, less flexible cable. 


FireWire was always the more fortunate cousin 
of USB. It benchmarked better than USB 2.0, 
but in current implementations, is behind 3.0. 


some further inte’ 


nal technical capabilities inside 


the interface. As such, the technology quickly 
became the de-facto standard in many digital 


transport camco 


ders, digital video camera 


systems, audio engineering bus systems and 


high-end produc 


ion hardware. 


From a technical standpoint, FireWire was 


always the more 


ortunate cousin of USB. It 


benchmarked better than USB 2.0, but in 


FireWire 6 circuit cable. 
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current implementations, is behind USB 3.0. The 
reason FireWire performed better than USB 2.0 
was because, put simply, FireWire implemented 
all of the capabilities of pure SCSI, used its own 
offload engine for transport processing and 
didn’t rely upon host CPU resources for I/O 
quality of service. It all comes at a cost, however, 


at USD $0.25 per port, licensed to the MPEG LA. 


Like USB, FireWire has its variations. FireWire 
800 (IEEE 13894b-2002) corresponds with 
transfer rates of 786.432Mbit/sec full duplex with 
a different encoding scheme to the original. 


Going a step further, in December 2007, the 
1394 Trade Association announced that it would 
make S1600 and S3200 signalling modes 
available, affording FireWire 1.6Gbit/sec and 
3.2Gbit/sec of bandwidth, respectively. As yet, 
wide consumer availability of such a format and 
throughput capabilities are yet to be realised. 

Stretching the standard even more, the 
P1394d standard allows for 6.4 Gbit/sec over 
single mode fibre optic cables. This standard 
was announced in 2009, but as yet has not had 
implementation outside of the research and 
development laboratories. 


The here and the now... A 
shock from the sky 


In the present day, we have a lot of USB 3.0 
devices hitting the market. We've got a few 
highly specialised FireWire 800 (IEEE 1394b) 
and S1600 devices also. The market trends 
nd past patterns would suggest USB 3.0 will 
e the generic every-man's interconnection 
andard, with FireWire 800/1600 reserved for 
ighly specialised applications and industry 
rofessionals, as has been the case with 
he previous generation of technologies. 
is however is being shaken up with the 
Thunderbolt (originally code named LightPeak) 
initiative from Intel. 

Once again, Apple was after a unified 
connection medium that was cheap, fast and 
flexible. They went to Intel, who were already 
deep in development of new consumer-targeted 
optical peripheral connecting technologies. 

The innards of what a Thunderbolt connection 
entails are quite simple. It combines a PCI-E (PCI 
Express) interconnect with a DisplayPort plug, 
using a serial data interface. 

The Thunderbolt interface was originally (as 
some astute readers will already have realised) 
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The MacBook Pro Thunderbolt interface, 
showing a Mini DisplayPort adapter connector 
as the form factor. 


designed to run on an optical interconnect using 
technology from Intel’s Silicon Photonics lab. 

As it panned out, (as with short runs of 10GbE 
Ethernet, in the data centre), copper was reliable 
and capable of running at 10Gbit/sec, and as 

a result, the use of an optical transceiver was 
dropped to save costs and increase robustness 
and reliability. Intel has suggested that future 
versions of the Thunderbolt interface will run over 
an optical interconnect for increased distance 
and bandwidth. 


Like Origami 

The Thunderbolt interface folds PCI-E and 
DisplayPort signals together. Single cables 

can daisy chain seven similar devices, with the 
current restriction of two 10Gbit/sec channels of 
/O (one up and one down). 


Electrically speaking 

n terms of electronics, Thunderbolt’s connector 
is identical to the Mini DisplayPort interface 
developed by Apple. Internally, the PCI-E bus 
doesn’t carry video data and as such it’s not 


known if Thunderbol 
alone from an add-in 
or laptop. We couldn 
technology brief to c 


fold the data of a PC 
data together, then u 


could be offered stand- 
PCI-E card for your PC 

't find anything in the Intel 
arify this, either. This all 


implies that the way Thunderbolt works is to 


|-E ports and DisplayPort 
nfold the signals after they 


exit the cable. The in 
identical in the way it 


cross-talk and reflect 
quality of service. 


Wire taps 


There are some intrig 
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erface itself is almost 
‘speaks’ to the DisplayPort 


1.2 standard, but because Thunderbolt 
is a bi-directional medium, it requires the 
implementation of some significantly complex 


ion suppression techniques 


to maintain an error free no-drop 10Gbit/sec 


As you've come to expect from X-Ray, we're 
going to walk into the darkness with a bright 
magnesium flare burning for a few minutes. 


uing security implications to 


Thunderbolt and the technology behind it. 
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CPU/integrated GPU 
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Thunderbolt end to 


As we've established a 
uses a direct connection 


PCI-E 4x path 


----—> 
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end connectivity. 


bove, Thunderbolt 
o the PCI-E bus. The 


security implication here is that it has direct 


memory access (DMA), ai 
are very low level system 


nd as a result, there 


interactions taking 


place when data is moving from device/ 


peripheral to host. Ifa ma 


icious piece of 


code were to be introduced from firmware 
on a peripheral interface, or a remote host, 


it is entirely possible that t 


he OS could be 


compromised via a DMA attack. 
The OS and memory forensics specialist 
Freddie Witherden demonstrated these 


flaws in a paper from 201 
Forensics over the IEEE 1 


O entitled “Memory 
394 interface”. 


The implication here is that the IEEE 1394 


Memory sub system 


uoleuojul soiydesy yog Aejdsig 


Thunderbolt peripheral/cable 
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Dual Intelligent Processors 2 with DIGI+ VRM 


| The world’s first Dual Intelligent Processors from ASUS pioneered the use of two onboard chips - EPU 
| (Energy Processing Unit) and TPU (TurboV Processing Unit). The new generation of Dual Intelligent 
| Processors 2 with DIGI+ VRM digital power design provides the most precise power delivery possible, 
| for the best in class power efficiency, performance, and system stability. 
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Mouse-Controlled Graphical UEFI BIOS Universal Switchable Graphics 
ASUS UEFI BIOS includes native support for HDD over 2.2TB LucidLogix® Virtu allows dynamic graphics switching between 
and gives drag and drop boot prioritizing with ASUS EZ Mode. integrated graphics and NVIDIA® or AMD graphics cards. ; 

ia i LGA 1155 Socket for 2nd Generation Intel® Core™ 
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Harness SSD-like performance with hard drive capacity, that's 4X faster With switchable graphics, all ASUS P8Z68 motherboards Express Chipset / 4 x DIMM, max. 32GB, DDR3 
than a HDD-only system with Intel® Smart Response Technology. enable faster transcoding with Intel® Quick Sync Video. 2200(0.C.) MHz / 4 x USB3.0 
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The point of the IOMMU is that it creates a 
zone of memory protection from devices that 
misbehave in terms of memory allocation or 
access. A device cannot read or write memory 
that hasn't been explicitly allocated to it through 
the IOMMU 


Beyond 10Gb/sec 


Thunderbolt is only just breaking out 

and showing what it is capable of. Tech 
demonstrations of Promise-based consumer 
grade RAID arrays have shown 875MB/sec 

of I/O across the interface to a MacBook Pro. 
There are however, technologies on the horizon 
ar beyond this. 

Intel, not content with a 10Gbit/sec consumer 
interface, has announced a silicon photonics 
product only known as the 50Gbps Si Photonics 
Link currently. The product uses hybrid silicon 
asers with scalability in the predicted short 
erm to 400Gbps by 2015. The intention and 
he drive behind the platform is to make optical 
communications affordable for any platform — 
not just high end fibre-channel storage, carrier 
class communications or enterprise computing 
organisations. 

The reason photonics looks so appealing is 
that, beyond 10Gbit/sec, copper wire becomes 
problematic. 

As it stands, as we’ve mentioned earlier, 
to allow 10Gbit/sec of bandwidth using 
Thunderbolt, a lot of complex error correction 
and prevention techniques are used. The 


Intel, not content with a IOGbit/sec interface, 


has announced a silicon photonics product only 
known as the 50Gbps Si Photonics Link... 


interface uses the same direct memory access 
mechanisms that Thunderbolt does. 

Guillaume Delugré showed us at Hack.lu 
2010 Luxembourg that a NIC or peripheral 
interface isn’t as trustworthy as one might think, 
especially when considering DMA access. He 
proved and showed categorically that because 
so few vendors put a signature or encryption on 
heir interfaces, one could in theory quite easily 
build and load their own firmware at boot time - 
hen, following from that, use the native, inbuilt 
ROM loaders that come with every enterprise 

IC to execute code from the NIC. 

Think about the implications of a tiny root-kit 
running an SSH server on your NIC, without you 
ever knowing it! Exploits aren’t just running on 
your OS at this 
controls your hardware functionality, too! 

What isn’t 100 per cent clear is whether or 
not Apple as thought about this to the extent 
that a IOMMU (lO Management Unit) has been 
put in place, in front of the Thunderbolt interface, 
or whether Intel’s VT-d has the ability to isolate 
memory regions for virtualised I/O, preventing 
such directed memory access attacks from ever 
being a possibility. 
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oint, but inside the software that 


alternative, transmitting over optic fibre presents 
a much easier scalable solution, at greater 
distances at any given speed. 
The innovations that have gone into this 

echnology are fivefold. First, hybrid silicon lasers 
nad to exist (first demonstrated in 2006). Next, 
Silicon Modulators that form data encoders (the 
bits that change light to data and vice-versa) had 
0 come into being (first demonstrated at 40Gbit/ 
sec in 2007). Multiplexers and de-multiplexers 
hat could operate at this scale, for the cost of a 
ew cents were only mass-produced as of 2009. 
Basic light routing (wave guides and couplers) 
nave been around for approximately 15 years, 
but at a consumer price point have only been 
affordable as of early 2010. 

Finally, 340GHz Gain * BW Avalanche Photo- 
detectors were mass manufactured towards 
the end of 2008. Bringing all this together has 
taken nearly three further years of development, 
for a product that should be ready for the mass 
market by 2015. 


Shiny bright future 


We don't want to jinx it and risk watching a 
potentially amazing innovation melt into another 
failed consumer-dumped interface, but we feel 
that we're on the verge of something amazing 
in the desktop data hauling space. We don’t 
know what or how we could even comprehend 
10Gbit/sec of data on the desktop at this point, 
but with the advent of 4K cinema and video 
editing, every man having access to true 1080p 
consumer grade video production hardware, 
Blu-ray mass proliferation and our network 
connections to our homes set to get a 10OMbit/ 
sec shot in the arm, maybe hauling our precious 
media around at 1280MB/sec from our media 
server to our laptops is going to be the new 
normal. 


Silicon Photonics 50Gbit/sec interconnect. 
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INPUTOUTPUT 


Dan Rutter brings the answers to 
your questions like no-one else can. 
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This smoke wasn’t magic 


L So yesterday | was just using my 
computer, and didn’t change anything 
(just like everybody who calls phone 
support!), and then smoke came out. I’m 
quite proud of how fast | pulled the plug out 
of the wall. 

My PC case has a removable 3.5 inch 
drive frame, and it turns out when | installed 
a new drive a month ago | pinched a yellow 
PSU wire (attached to an unused drive 
power plug) between the corner of the 
drive frame and the bottom of the case. 
The metal edge cut almost through the 
wire insulation, and it finally shorted out 
yesterday. That wire is now a sort of dark 
brown instead of yellow. 

The thing that surprised me though is 
hat | thought, what the hell, it probably 
isn’t going to get any MORE broken, and 
just snipped off the smoked wire and put 
some electrical tape on the end, then tried 
urning the computer back on again... and 
it works fine! Windows complained about 
being turned off instead of shut down, but 
hat’s all. 

Have | actually damaged something in 
the PSU or elsewhere that’s going to let 
go soon? Why didn’t the PSU blow a fuse 
when the wire was actively shorted and 
smoking? The PSU is a Corsair AX1200. 

Julian Balson 


{e) A proper short circuit on any of a PC 
PSU's power rails generally did, in the 
past, pop a fuse which you might or might 
not be able to easily replace. Modern PSUs 
like your Corsair usually have more 
sophisticated overcurrent protection, which 
just turns the PSU off. (This second situation 
can make the whole computer seem to be 
dead, if you don’t know to look for a short.) 

If only a tiny bit of copper is contacting 
he earthed chassis, though, your short- 
circuit can have a high enough total 
resistance — the length of wire between the 
PSU and the short matters, too — to just 
consume most of the current capacity of 
whatever 12V rail it was. (It was definitely 
12V, because that’s what the yellow wires to 
he drive power plugs are.) 

Modern beefy PSUs have a /ot of 12V-rail 


‘ 


current capacity. Even when they follow the 
ATX spec and split their total 12V current 
capacity between multiple rails, the capacity 
of each individual rail can still be a hundreds 
of watts, as long as the total 12V budget 
isn’t blown. Just picking one multi-rail PSU 
at random, one of the six 12V rails in an 
Antec Quattro 1200 (with the same overall 
rating as your PSU) cam deliver 38 amps, 
which at 12V is 456 watts. Your Corsair is 
one of the ones that still does it the simple 
old-fashioned way, with exactly one rail per 
voltage. The AX1200 has a single 12V rail 
with a hundred-amp rating. 

The wire from your PSU is probably 16 
AWG at the fattest, and more likely 18 
AWG. This is more than adequate for even 
monster overclocked gaming boxes. The 
chassis-wiring current capacity for 18 AWG 
is only 16 amps, but for applications like 
powering high-end video cards you use 
six-pin or eight-pin “PCle power” plugs, 
which have three and four +12V/ground wire 
pairs, respectively. A 16-amp rating on only 
a six-pin, three-wire-pair plug gives a total 
of 576 watts, so there’s quite a lot of power 
headroom for even the most ridiculous dual- 
GPU ultra-cards. Those usually have at least 
a couple of six-pin power sockets, and often 
two eight-pinners. 

In the real world, you can get away with 
exceeding the chassis-power rating for a 
given gauge of wire by a factor of two pretty 
much indefinitely, if the wire gets a bit of air 
cooling. Once you get to a factor of four or 
more, though, the wire can get hot enough 
that the insulation softens, which frequently 
allows short-circuit problems to get worse. 
Higher heat also increases the wire’s 
resistance; in a short-circuit situation, with 
a short enough piece of wire, this means 
the wire gets hotter and hotter in a classic 


“thermal runaway” and soon passes the 


smoke point for PVC insulation, whereupon it 
will commence contributing toxic vapours to 
your work environment. 
If you had a PSU with split 12V rails and 
amere 38 amps available to any one yellow 
wire, your short probably wouldn’t have 
let the smoke out, unless the PSU turned 
out to substantially exceed the specified 
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current before overcurrent protection kicked 
in. And a really solid short ought to trigger 
the protection, or blow a fuse, pretty much 
immediately. If your short falls somewhere in 
the middle, though, a beefy one-rail PSU like 
yours can easily do exactly what yours did. 

As long as the hot wire didn’t burn up 
anything else, there’s no reason to suppose 
anything else in your PC is damaged. Just 
get rid of the wire with the compromised 
insulation, as you did, and carry on 
computing. 


It’s a shame this magazine isn’t scratch-and-sniff. 


wt 


20 


atemic 


VO@ATOMICMPC.COM.AU QD ES pelea Sas 


Which, fortunately, was only powering one drive. 
jaybe it was the adapter’s “Molex” (old-style hard-drive power plug) 


Computers and cats, the saga 


continues socket, possibly the Molex plug going into it, or maybe they conspired. 
| | know static electricity can fry some computer hardware, and! know — Anyhow, one or more of the contacts in there was intermittent, so as fan 
8) thatthe spark that does it can be so small you don’t even notice it. vibration and lunar tidal forces wiggled it around, it brutally varied the power 
| really notice the sparks and crackling and fur-on-end that happens going to the drives, causing errors and rapid death. When Caitlin got a new 


adapter and used it with a new Molex plug from the PSU, her fourth attempt 
a working F: drive survived, at least the six weeks to date. 
Herewith, two more of the many and varied ways in which almost- 
unplugged connectors can screw you, from my own blessed experience: 
if one or the other end of your computer's power cable is almost 
unplugged, the computer may turn off at random moments, making you 
suspect some dire hardware problem. 

And if the big stupid Australian phone plug on the end of your DSL-adapter 
cable is almost unplugged, you can have strangely slow Internet access, and 
not be able to reconnect if you reset the DSL adapter to see if that helps. 


when I'm patting my cat on a dry day. 
Could | fry a computer by using it while patting a cat? How incompatible a 
are a laptop computer and a laptop cat? 


> 


Dean Howell 


0. | don’t want to say it’s completely impossible to fry computer 
Ww, hardware by static-sparking the exterior of the machine, especially 
when you're talking enough static charge to make clearly visible sparks. But 
it’s really, really unlikely. Only if some fairly-conductive path to a vulnerable 
component is accessible from the outside of the computer could it be a 
problem. Dedicate yourself to sticking your fingers in optical drives or 
laptop-card slots and you might be able to do it. 

If you don’t have the side off your computer case, though, the only 
damage caused by a sparky cat should be to your relationship with said cat 
when you spark it on the nose. 


Take ‘greased nipple’ joke as read 


The malice of inanimate objects 


5 My PC's 1Tb boot drive was full, so | got a new 2Tb Seagate and 
installed it and moved stuff onto it. 

About five seconds after | finished moving the data, the 2Tb drive failed. 
Spun up, sort of, otherwise dead like stone. 

Right, stuff happens, OK, back to the shop it went and | got a warranty 
replacement, no drama. Undeleted most of the lost data from C: (thanks, 
PC Inspector!) and moved it to the new F:, again. Downloaded all my 
Steam games again. 

That drive failed too. Took a week this time. 

Went back to shop, batted eyelashes, twirled hair, got another 
replacement, this time a Samsung in case the Seagates were a bad batch. 

You guessed it. Dead. A-fucking-gain. Three days. 

Why does God hate me? How can | make him stop? 

Caitlin Ryan 


There’s usually an accessible bearing on the frame side of a fan. 


* 


a, 


It doesn't look as if it's plotting your downfall, does it? 


[e) Caitlin included a picture of the guts of her PC, but it was, in her 
words, a “gruesome blurry cameraphone photo”, unworthy of 
reproduction here. But it was good enough for me to extract the one piece 


of data that, after a little more correspondence, located the culprit: 
A $3 Molex-to-twin-SATA power plug adapter. 
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| | | | read your guide on how to oil 
so | think you might know abou 


ans (dansdata.com/fanmaint.htm) 
t this. 


| have a Sapphire HD 5850 reference design card, and my fan has started 


rattling. | tried to open it, but removing 
or copper circle. Since | can’t find ag 
blower fan, I’m turning to you! 

Oh mighty Dan, do you know how 


the sticker only revealed a solid brass 
ide on how to lube a goddamn GPU 


0 lube this damn fan? 
Stevan Licko 


ra) If you peeled off the sticker on t 
eo _/} 


he top of the impeller — the part that 


| spins — then you’re probably looking at the axle mounting point, which 


is a solid thing and not the source of your problem. 


You need to get at the other end of 


cooler assembly apart. | don’t know whether the standard 5850 cooler is 
easy to dismantle, but as long as you don’t static-zap the card itself, you'll 


the fan axle, so you'll have to take the 


probably be able to get away with some butchery. Any trouble you have with 


reassembling it later can probably be cured with tape. 


(If you destroy your video card then 


|, of course, disclaim all responsibility.) 


The fan bearing may already be irretrievably worn, though. In that case, you 
can probably keep the card acceptably cool by tossing the shroud away and 


just bodging a bigger standard PC fan 
again, tape. © 


onto the board with cable ties and, 
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Ashton Mills ponders the beauty myth of gaming characters. 


i t's interesting how divisive aesthetics can 
be in games. By definition games are 
entertainment and in turn a form of escapism — a 
chance to forget about real life for a while and 

be someone else, do something else, and see 
something else other than your desk at work 
and the four walls of your house every day. 

But what helps us escape is different for 
everyone. There's the type of games — from FPS 
and RTS through to RPG and MMOG (ah, the 
acronyms of our time). And within this there’s 


challenged NPCs — because if you’re going to 
make a fantasy world with a medieval fee! then 
you can probably expect the local peasants 

to look like they ran into the back of an Ox. 
That's the best thing for immersion, right? And 
immersion helps the escapism, and of course 
escapism is why we play. 

Except, one of the first mods for Oblivion 
was a de-uglifier that made most everyone (or 
at least, the girls) stunningly beautiful. Even the 
local rabble, and the rabble’s grannies. Oblivion 


If aliens came from space and looked at our games 
to get an insight into humanity, they’d conclude that 
there are six billion supermodels walking the Earth. 


hardcore gamers, casual players, and everyone 
in between. And for each of them, their definition 
of what's fun isn’t always the same. 

One thing that’s big in games is the over 
abundance of, if not intimated sex, then 
supremely attractive (or well endowed) people. 
If aliens came from space and looked at our 
games to get an insight into humanity, they'd 
conclude — by our standards — that there are six 
billion supermodels walking the Earth. 

And on the one hand, we unashamedly 
like looking at Lara’s beautific bust as she 
bounces from platform to platform, or marvel 
at that shapely strut from Miranda as she sidles 
alongside you (yes I’m focusing on the male 
stereotype for the purposes of elucidation). And 
why not? | mean, do you jump into a game to 
see a world of ugly people running around? 

Well, some of us do. | always found it more 
realistic, if that’s the right word, that Bethesda 
populated Oblivion with a mix of some beautiful 
people, and a whole swag of aesthetically 
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could be made to be an amazingly expansive 
fantasy world filled with might and magic and 
super models. Because, if that’s what does it for 
you then why not? 

| was reminded of all this out of discussion 
on a Witcher 2 forum where fans of Andrzej 
Sapkowski’s work were lamenting the artistic 
license CD Projekt RED had taken with some 
characters. Triss, as sexy as she is, according to 
the books is scarred due to a battle she barely 
survived in the past, a wound mysteriously 
absent from Triss in the game. And Yennefer, 
Geralt's true love, who does not feature in 
Witcher 1 or Witcher 2 but may in the third 
instalment, is described in the books as 
attractive but only because of the magic she and 
her kind possess. In Sapkowski’s world, girls are 
sent to sorcerers when they can’t be married 
off — they are the ugly children, the forgotten, the 
outcasts. Some are healed with magic, but it 
can only do so much. And the books tell of how, 
every now and then, Geralt catches glimpses 


of Yennefer’s shoulders slightly mismatched 
because it turns out that, before she became a 
sorceress, she was a hunchback... 

Which | think is a fitting analogy for the beauty 
we find in games. It’s shallow, of course, and 
designed to appeal to an audience to sell a title 
or make its playing that little bit more enjoyable, 
but is that a bad thing when the name of the 
game is escapism? 

The answer no doubt is as individual as the 
gamers that play them, but for me | like a little of 
both: an imperfect world for immersion, and the 
odd beautiful person because, in the end, what’s 
pleasing to the eye is pleasing to the mind. 


Ashton is easily pleasing to both eye and mind... 
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CONSOLE WARS ‘eS 


‘COLLECTORS: 


James Matson and Ben Mansill take a loving 
look at the 8-bit era, the battles that were fought 
and the joys and challenges of being a collector. 
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SPECIAL FEATURE 


The precursor wars 

Before Sega and its Master System and 
Nintendo's Nintendo Entertainment System (as 
each was known here in Australia) could wage a 
fair fight, a very messy battlefield needed order. 
Beginning in the late 1970s and intensifying into 
the early 1980s, video gaming machines flooded 
the market. In Australia the dominant players 
were the hybrid ‘computer/games machines’. 
Atari with its 2600, and Commodore's VIC20 

— though the market was crowded with many, 
many more dedicated gaming consoles. Some 
from respected brands did reasonably well, such 
as Mattel’s Intellivision, while a visit to any major 
retailer would bamboozle with additional choice 
from unknown brands, and it all seemed to grow 
month on month. 

The games were simple, with a plethora of 

machines offering simple variations of the Pong 
model. There was basketball Pong, Soccer 
Pong - anything that involved a sliding bat and 
wee square ball constituted a game. These were 
relatively cheap to manufacture and clouded 

the market with volume and little innovation. In 
the midst of all that noise no single brand stood 
out to earn the trust of the buyer. Because each 
machine’s games were incompatible, many 
parents just bought the cheapest machine and 
the age of the electronic babysitter was born. 


“It helps me with 
schoolwork” 


Batting in the left corner and running interference 
against console growth was the emerging home 
computer. It was a far more powerful argument 
for a parent to purchase a machine that “kids 
could do their homework on”, than simply a 
thing for fun. Both Commodore and Atari used 
that angle to their advantage, with rudimentary 
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programs for budgeting and word processing. 
Sinclair's much loved ZX Spectrum was another 
to confound choice, with real programmability 
and a dirt cheap price. Tandy’s TRS80 sold very 
well in Australia, no doubt fending off consoles in 
the many homes it ended up in. 


The collapse 

The first backlash started at retail. With limited 
shelf space the issue wasn’t so much which 
machines to stock — but which to back for the 
games catalogue. The number of titles being 
released was immense, and accelerating. It 
simply wasn't possible to offer everything 
available, even for dedicated games stores. 

The tipping point came as the quality of 

games fell and the market was saturated 
with a glut of unappealing games. This was 

a technology that appeared to be devolving. 


PT1 


Notoriously bad, yet over marketed games 

like Atari's ET and Pac Man sealed what's now 
remembered as the great video game crash 

of 1983. Retailers were left with stock they 
couldn't sell, gamers suffered as games for their 
systems dried up and those that had backed 
Atari, a seemingly safer bet, lost badly as the 
company entered a phase of internal self- 
destruction. Worst of all, the developers of the 
games; who almost exclusively were employed 
by the individual console makers, fragmented. 
Talent was lost and with only poor games which 
were only available on single systems. The vital 
software that fed the hardware dried up. 

The video game industry entered a 2-year 
phase of doldrums, as one company after 


The tipping point came as the quality of 
games fell and the market was saturated 
with a glut of unappealing titles. 


another abandoned the business and 
consumers were left with dead-end machines. 


From the ashes 


The industry languished, with Atari, despite its 
problems, fighting on thanks to its dominant 
install base. But it wasn’t until 1987 that the first 
rue console wars reignited with a far simpler 
battlefield. 
Credit for saving the video game industry goes 
to Nintendo. In 1985 it released its Nintendo 
Entertainment System in North America. It was 
critical that it earned the trust of the buying 
public in such a key market, and it did so quite 
simply by bypassing the earlier problems of 
single-platform games. Nintendo allowed third- 
party developers to create games for the NES 
— albeit with tight licensing restrictions. 

This was exactly what the market needed, 
and over a couple of years the NES took over 
the North American market almost completely. 
Game developers formed their own companies, 
fostering talent and innovation. Consumer 
confidence had been restored and to this day 

Nintendo has benefitted from that in America. 
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Why collect it? 
If you have to ask, then collecting retro 


e 
intendo Entertai 


han just a console, a system, the NES is an 
icon of the 8-bit era so powerful it borders 
on religious. It has bred some of the greatest 
game franchises of all time (Zelda, Mario 
Brothers, Metroid) and its cartridges and 
controllers are the subject matter of 
everything from geek folklore to trendy 
-shirts. In fact, we'd go so far as 
‘O say you cannot have a retro 
game system collection in the 
ruest sense of the word without 
having this big grey boxes of love 
adorning a shelf somewhere. And 
the look! We can't forget the look. The NES 
took every design cue of the 1980s era it lived 


in, everything about it is big and square. It's going to local trash & treasure markets, garage 
vintage splendour. sales and other low key events. on their own. Games themselves vary wildly, 
‘ “ne don't pay more than $5 a cart unless it's rare, 
Where to get it? What will it cost? popular or boxed. Interestingly, Australia has 
With great popularity comes great sales, In working order with cables the NES shouldn't some of the most collectable NES cart games, 
and the NES (with over 60 million units sold) set you back more than $40, a little more if thanks to relatively low profile Oz supplier 
was one of the biggest selling. Add to that a boxed. The redesigned 'top loader’ (NES-101) called Home Entertainment Suppliers (HES). 
production run that lasted some 20 years and __ will cost slightly more because of its collector HES were responsible for the creation and 
you have a console that is neither particularly desirability and the fact it's more reliable than the —_ distribution of several ‘bootleg’ or unlicensed 
rare, nor difficult to find. Don't bother with original NES-001. Throw in a light gun or extra cart games during the heyday of the NES, 
mass auction sites like eBay, you'd have just controller for $5 with more desirable peripherals easily recognisable by their distinctive black 
as much luck — and less inflated pricing - like the Power Glove commanding a good $50 colour and odd shape. The carts were 
designed to have a standard NES cart piggy- 
backed into them and use its authentication 
oO bypass the built in NES console security. 
ES games were only distributed within 
Australia, so obscure titles like ‘Little Red 


ood' and 'Maxi 15' multi-game titles can 
command a reasonable price ($20 - $100) 
with overseas buyers. 


Caring for it 

If you can blow, many NES problems can be 
solved easily. Cartridge based games suffer 
from an accumulation of crud on the contacts 
over time, so if you whack in Super Mario 
Bros and all you get is a blank screen and 
blinking power light on the NES, try taking 

the cartridge out and blowing on the circuit 
board. If that fails, you might want to replace 
the 72-pin connector inside the NES that 

the carts plug into. Sounds daunting but you 
don't need to be a soldering Jedi. Just grab a 
replacement 72-pin connector off eBay and 
follow this http://tinyurl.com/3tp87z4 guide. 
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A long two years after going on sale in 


America, the NES was launched in Australia F C 
in 1987. By then gamers were sold on the a] ONTROL PR. 
revitalised console market, having seen the F —<$<$$$____ 


American success. But Nintendo alone that 
hadn't re-invented the market, there was 
another player. 


Service Games 

At the same time Sega (the name comes 
from its original SErvice GAmes brand), 
which had battled with the rest of them 
pre-crash with its SG-100 system, 
released the Master System. In Australia 
Sega won early inroads against the 

NES, thanks to a more aggressive local 
distributor in the form of Sega Ozisoft, 
stronger retail relationships and better 
stock availability. It gained an early market share 


here that persisted. Sega also 
allowed third party-development, and was less 
restrictive in its licensing arrangements than 
Nintendo. The new maturity of the development 
scene meant that for the most part, low quality 
games that plagued the early times were 
avoided. 
That remained unchanged through the entire 
8-bit generation here in Australia and New 
Zealand, with Sega continuing its leading market 
share through the subsequent 16-bit era. The 
Master System also dominated through Europe 
and especially in South America, but of course 
the foothold the NES held in America and in 
Japan assured its survival and growth. 
PC gaming continued in its own directions, 
and with both the NES and Master System 
clearly marketed as pure games machines, and 
with a growing trend for families to purchase 
both a PC and a games console, the previously 
muddied landscape was clear, and the 
battlelines drawn. 


Fanboi wars 


A lasting legacy of what became Sega vs 
Nintendo was the passionate loyalty of the 
owners. Back in the day you generally had one 
or the other and it was a natural consequence 
that arguments began, and were never really 
concluded. The media fed the frenzy, fuelling 
the flames with endless ‘vs’ articles an 
comparisons. 

Technically the Master System was superior 
—at least in terms of raw specifications. It has a 
aster processor (3.54MHz vs 1.66MHz for the 

ES). In practise though, the CPU speed made 
ittle ultimate difference. When comparing games 
hat were released for both platforms side by 
side, it wasn’t pure CPU power that mattered; 
it was all about the colour palette and how the 
systems handled sprites. 

The Master System was the clear winner, able 
o display 52 colours on-screen from a palette 
of 256 colours. The NES lagged behind, able 
to display 24 colours from a palette of 52. The 
difference was clear when the same game was 
compared side by side on the two machines, 
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Sega Master System 


The original Master System looks capable of but Ith latveivi fi 
far more badarsery than its rounded sequel. Ut overall there were relalively Tew games trom 


the complete libraries of each system that were 
common to both platforms. 
Arguably too, the Master System had superior 
audio, it being capable of FM synthesis. But in 
practise very few games took advantage 
of this. 
emory was also far more abundant 
on the Master System. The NES came 
with 2 KB of main RAM and 2 KB of video 
RAM, while the Master System packed in 
8 KB of main RAM and 16 KB of video RAM. 
Critically though, the NES included 256 
bytes of dedicated sprite RAM, which 
helped level performance in what 
was the era of sprite-based gaming. 
Scrolling screens — the other design 
rait of the era, and a technical 
evolution the NES pioneered — was 
adequately handled by both systems. 
Additional RAM could be included on the 
cartridges themselves if the developer so wished, 
though as this added to production costs. 
Nintendo's strength was its own games, 


Why collect it? 


With a slight technical edge over its NES which of course were exclusive to the NES. The 
competitor, the SMS (Sega Master System) exotic Mark Ill might set you back $100 or so remarkable and long lasting talent Nintendo has 
is highly collectible for the simple fact it was depending on whether it's boxed, bundled for game design has carried it through times 
one of Sega's greatest achievements and has with other goodies etc. If you're looking to where its hardware was Clearly inferior to the 
some smashing titles available. Phantasy Star, grab just a single variant of the master system, competition and that was certainly true of the 
Alex Kidd and the later 8-bit conversion of we'd recommend the Master System 1 for first 8-bit wars. 
16-bit hit Sonic the Hedgehog are all fantastic aesthetics if no other reason. While it might z 
reasons to own this plastic wonder. If you set you back a few bucks more than the Is there a winner? 
wanted to specialise in SMS collecting there SMS2, its angular body and more robust build In the end the raw numbers of the NES must 
are also a ton of revisions within the range quality seem like the better choice. Games give it the win. Though this is not an article that 
to pick up, from the Mark III released only — with some exceptions — shouldn't cost 5 
in Japan to the SMS1, SMS2 and even the more than between $5 — $15 even if boxed. ea + — 
Brazilian SMS that is still manufactured today. Master system carts typically came in very BY 

‘ solid plastic 'video store’ style boxes, which 
Where to get it? have stood the test of time far better than the } 


If you're just looking for the standard SMS1 or cardboard coverings of NES and Atari games. Lk 
SMS2 then — like the NES - you won't have ‘is Fi 
to look far. Avoid premium sites like eBay Caring for it 


or gaming shops and stick to garage sales Like the NES, SMS carts need a good blow 
and trash & treasure markets. Unless you're from time to time to get them firing up, but 


CHekebkeee eb et 
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\ 
looking for Japanese imports like the Mark IIl—- apart from that there isn't a lot that goes | 
where eBay will be your friend —- you won't be — wrong with the Master System. If you're ; 
waiting long to have a Master System in your having trouble tuning the SMS into your TV 


f 


retro loving mitts. via the available RF try an older TV. Newer 
“rp digital TVs have trouble finding the SMS RF zs 

What will it cost? signal even on fine tune. Also, the RF port on a 

For whatever reasons the SMS doesn't the SMS2 in particular is constructed of arse = 

fetch the same price as the NES. Maybe and failure. You need to jam the RF cable in 

$30 for the SMS2 and a few extra bucks with the might of Thor in order to ensure it's 

for controllers or the light gun. The more making good contact with the port. 
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attempts in any way to resolve such a battle, 
merely provide an overview. 

But when you do stack up the numbers, the 
Nintendo Entertainment System was the clear 
winner; it racked up just over 61 million global 
unit sales over its life. That dwarfs the Master 
System's still respectable 13 million units. On 
the flipside, in Brazil, which was by far and 
away Sega's most successful territory, Master 
Systems are amazingly still being manufactured! 
The ‘Master System Evolution’ has a rather 
generous library of 132 games built into the 
system. 

Both machines revived a games industry 
in dire straits. Their success blocked smaller 
players, which was essential to stabilise the 
damaging variety of proprietary systems, and 
thus, gain developer support. They set the stage 
for the next evolution of console wars: the 16-bit 
era, which we'll cover in the next issue. 
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SPECIAL FEATURE 


Have you played your Atari today? 


If you're putting together a collection of the 
8-bit classics you can't ignore Atari, and if 

by chance you do we'll hunt you down and 
throw feral cats at your face. To own an Atari 
8-bit machine is to claim a substantial slice 
of electronic history and the foundation of 
the video game industry as a whole. To play 
one is to embrace the simplistic beauty of 
games with tiny colour palettes and a focus 
on reflexes. 

The Atari 8-bit console & game range 
is varied, relatively cheap and has an 
unmatched vintage look and feel. The 2600 
model alone has 7 variants, ranging from 
the expensive and rare CX2600 'heavy sixer' 
(named for its 6 control switches and weighty 
plastic construction) to the cheap, plentiful 
and admittedly cheesy looking 2600 junior. 
There's also the 5200 (a repackaged Atari 
400 computer) and XEGS (a repackaged Atari 
65XE). For playability however the Atari 7800 
is your best bet, it plays its own titles plus a 
majority of earlier 2600 games. 

The game carts themselves — at least the 
common ones — are reasonably easy to get 
ahold of and look great displayed on a shelf. 
If you're collecting Atari 8-bit games with the 
mindset of actually playing them however, 
you'll find a majority of titles haven't aged well. 
The guts of your Atari 2600 are powered 
by nothing more than a 1MHz MOS chip 
and a whole lot of love, so you have to have 
your retro appreciation cap on to enjoy most 
games. There are a few titles that still provide 
a great deal of joy however, most notably 
Pitfall and River Raid by Activision and Atlantis 
by Imagic. 

Playing an old Atari is a sublime journey 
into the old, but not an expensive one. You 
should be able to grab a 2600 junior for as 
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little as $10 to $20 from a market or someone's 
cobwebby closet, but expect to throw at least 
$100 on some of the rarer variants or models. 
We'd suggest splashing out on at least one 
of the 'wood grain’ variants of the 2600 as they 
have a certain irrefutable charm that late era 
2600 junior with its rainbow stripes just can't 
match. Games range from a measly few bucks 
for ultra common titles like Defender or Asteroids 
to several hundred dollars for rare titles like 
Q*Bert's Qubes or Malagai. Your best bet is to 
consult the mighty Google oracle for at least a 
basic understand of what games are rare and 
what games aren't, you may be getting a super 
rare cart for a bargain basement price, or — less 
desirably — being ripped off by dubious eBay 


The naked NES. In here lies the 72-pin connector that can cause so many dramas. 


sellers that put *RARE* in a listing to hike the 
price a few dollars. 

An Atari isn't just about gaming 
from the dawn of time either. There's a 
healthy homebrew community for Atari 
machines, with tools to interface USB 
to Atari, programmable cartridges and 
homebrew games available. Check out 
www.atariage.com for the latest goings 
on or www.atarimax.com if you want to 
procure some of the kit that'll get you started 
in Atari development. Be warned, this isn't 
.NET territory, so brush off your assembly 
knowledge, keep some patience in reserve 
and check out Andrew Davie's fantastic 
programming tutorials on atariage.com 
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AMD A8-3850 


Fusion finally hits the desktop. 


Street Price $149 (with cooler) Supplier AMD 
Website www.amd.com 


Specifications 4x ‘Stars’ CPU cores @ 2.9GHz; 400 
Radeon cores @ 600MHz; UVD3; integrated Northbridge; 
DDR3-1333 dual channel memory controller; Turbo Core 2; 
32nm HKMG process; Socket FM1 


A’: new Llano APUs are at first glance 
avery un-atomic products. They don’t 
eally overclock, only compete with the low end 
of Intel’s CPU lineup and there’s currently only 
one model of processor on the market. But 

hat doesn’t mean they aren’t one of the most 
important pieces of technology to hit this year, or 
hat you should discount them. 

Llano is part of AMD's new strategy of 
launching to the mainstream first and then 
moving on to the high end. We saw it late last 
year with the way that the 6000 series RADEON 
cards were launched, and earlier this year with 
he Atom-smashing E and C lineup of APUs. 
Llano, now branded the A series, launched 
irst as a notebook processor, and has now 
appeared in desktop form. With a pricetag of 
around $150 for the top end A8-3850 processor 
this was the only model available in retail at 
he time of writing) it is placed firmly in Core i3 
erritory — but it brings some very unique features 
0 the table, which in turn makes it a phenomenal 
mid-range gaming solution. 

To understand the strengths of the A series 
we need to spend some time looking at how it 
has been constructed at a Silicon level. AMD has 
taken a GOOMHz, 400 core six series RADEON 
GPU, complete with UVDS video decoding, 


and paired it with four 
2.9GHz CPU cores (based 
on tweaked up versions of 
the Phenom core) and an 
integrated Northbridge and 
memory controller. All of this 
sits on a single 832nm High-K 
Metal Gate (HKMG) silicon 
die, made by AMD's spunoff 
semiconductor manufacturing 
company, Globalfoundries. 

This isn’t just a case of 
slapping two products together 
and calling it an APU. AMD has 
been putting a load of work into 
getting everything working in 
harmony, which largely revolves 
around solving memory bandwidth 
and access issues. 

As we know modern GPUs are 
memory hungry beasts. They are 
used to feeding high bandwidth, high 
capacity ultrafast GDDR. This alone 
creates a massive problem when 
you move to the relatively narrow 
bus and slow memory that is DDR3. 
Add to this four CPU cores, which 
traditionally don’t like sharing RAM, 
and you have a tricky design challenge. 

The simple act of incorporating the GPU 
onto the same silicon as the CPU and memory 
controller is a major boost to memory bandwidth, 
reducing both latency and power drain. What 
AMD has done with the A series is ensure that 
the bandwidth between the memory controller 
and the GPU is the same 29.8GB/s as the 


MD Fusion 


FAMILY OF APUS 


six weren't in use. It didn’t have a huge level of 
granularity and while useful wasn’t as slick as 

it could have been. With the A series AMD has 
built the entire product with power management 
in mind (one of the reasons that the A series 
beats Intel’s CPUs in mobile battery life tests), 
which has enabled it to implement this new kind 
of Turbo. 


The simple act of incorporating the GPU onto the 
same silicon as the CPU and memory controller 
is a major boost to memory bandwidth... 


bandwidth between the memory controller and 
the RAM. It has also added paths for the GPU 
to directly interact with memory. This enables 
the smoothest possible operation, and when 
combined with new OpenCL commands 
designed to minimise copying to and from 
memory when using both CPU and GPU AMD 
is well and truly on top of this crucial issue 
(although we would love to see what quad 


channel memory could do to APU performance). 


This isn’t to say that combining CPU and 
GPU just causes a series of potential problems; 
it has also allowed AMD to completely redefine 
its Turbo technology (first seen with the Phenom 
Il X6). The first iteration of this was fairly crude, 
cranking up the speed of three cores when all 


Rather than just measure temperature, the 
APU monitors power draw across components, 
and uses those results to keep itself within TDP. 
This means that it can dynamically control both 
the CPU and GPU cores. If the GPU is idle or 
has a low load for example, the APU can crank 
up CPU core frequency. Or if you are running 
a game that stresses the entire GPU but only 
needs one or two CPU cores the APU can 
use the overhead to crank up GPU speed. 
Interestingly in the latter case, AMD gives the 
GPU priority over the CPU to ensure consistent 
graphical performance. It can also push the chip 
beyond TDP for some loads, at which point 
temperature monitoring kicks in to ensure that 
the chip throttles before getting too hot. 
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This all adds up to surprisingly solid gaming 
performance from a $150 processor. Unlike 
Sandy Bridge, APUs are all DirectX 11 compliant, 
which helps a lot of games maintain playable 
framerates. One of AMD's favourite games to 
demo on the APU is Dirt 8, and watching it 
running at medium detail with a solid 35fps on 
the integrated GPU is somewhat of a revelation, 
and was our first confirmation that AMD wasn’t 
bullshitting about the APU’s potential. 

While this performance is pretty damn 
impressive, where the A series really starts to 
shine for gaming is when Dual Graphics comes 
into the equation. This technology is based upon 
crossfire, but works in a slightly different way. If 
you add certain discreet models of RADEON to 
an A series system you can share the rendering 
load asynchronously. Unlike Crossfire, which 
uses an alternate frame rendering technique, 
splitting the graphical load evenly between two 


GPUs, a dual graphics setup renders one frame 
on the APU for every three frames on the GPU. 
While this doesn’t sound like much, it translates 
to a 75 per cent performance boost over using 
the APU alone — and it is a technology unique to 
AMD, which means a Sandy Bridge system with 
the same discreet card would perform slower 
than the equivalent APU system. 

We ran some gaming tests using the A8- 
3850 with 4GB DDR 1333, MSI A75MA-G55 
motherboard (the A series use a new Socket 
FM1 design with associated A75 and A55 
chipsets) and a RADEON HD 6670 card. 

With dual graphics we have seen some pretty 
astonishing performance, peaking with 35fps 

in the majorly system hungry Shogun: Total 
War 2 DX11 benchmark at 720p medium detail 
settings (in DirectX 9 it loses 10 fos and drops 
into unplayable territory). Our Dirt 3 results 
jumped from 35fps to 55fps with dual graphics. 
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Llano (above) gives over half its silicon real estate to graphics processing. 
Sandy Bridge (below) dedicates under a fifth of the die to graphics. 
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The kicker is that the fastest card that supports 
dual graphics is the low end, $100ish RADEON 
6670 — higher end cards aren’t supported with 
dual graphics. 

It isn’t just gaming graphics where the 
APU shines; it also delivers great quality video 
playback thanks to the incorporation of AMD’s 
third generation UVD (Universal Video Decoder) 
hardware. Because most popular codecs can be 
decoded in this hardware block, the GPU is then 
allowed to work at post processing the image. 
This has given rise to technologies like Steady 
Video, which is part of the new VISION Engine 
Control Centre. Steady Video uses OpenCL 
to smooth out shakes in handheld video, and 
works on any piece of footage being played 
by the APU, and works remarkably well for 
something that just happens in the background. 
It also gives us a hint of the kind of software that 
AMD is pushing to take advantage of the unique 
itecture of the APU. 
This kind of value adding helps to make the A 
series APUs very viable products for where they 
sit in the market. While they can’t compete with 
$50 Celeron-based systems, they are adequate 
competitors to Core i3 level ones, and will deliver 
much better gaming and video for the price. At 
the higher end of the market we will have to wait 
until the new ‘Zambezi’ CPUs emerge — this high 
end space won't get the APU treatment until the 
‘Trinity’ APUs are released next year combining a 
GPU based on the 6900 series RADEON cards 
and CPU cores based on the same Bulldozer 
design that will be used for Zambezi. 

With the A series AMD has a processor that 
is a serious competitor for its price point. It 
doesn’t have the CPU grunt of Intel’s higher end 
processors, but it has infinitely superior graphics to 
Intel's offering. It delivers ample power for its price 
point, and when combined with a RADEON card 
in dual graphics configuration you have a system 
capable of handling most games at medium 
detail level. It also packs in years of experience in 
video processing, delivering hardware accelerated 
playback of everything from Xvid to 3D Blu Ray 
while also being able to run post processing on 
the GPU to improve video quality. 

This makes it perfect for everything from 
Home Theatre to LAN boxes, while also being a 
very impressive notebook processor (the various 
power management improvements give it better 
battery life than Intel's offerings). It isn’t going to 
take any performance crowns beyond integrated 
graphics for now, but it is more than enough for 


an average person's needs. JG 
Overall 
Cheap gaming power for 


the masses. 
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Troll switches, begone! 


Street Price $270 Supplier Sapphire 

Website http://www.sapphiretech.com/ 
Specifications 7800MHz core; 1250MHz memory 
(SOOOM#Hz effective); 1408 unified shaders; 2048MB 
GDDRS; 256-bit bus width; 2 slot active cooling; dual 6-pin 
PCle power connections; copy of Dirt 3 

Card info http://www.techpowerup.com/gpuz/zz92b 


idrange cards are as attractive as ever. 
With every generation of GPUs, we're 
seeing the three main tiers of cards each drop 
in price. It was only a few years ago that a 
7900GT would set you back $500, and you'd 
be looked down upon by those who sported 
the fancier 7900GTX, which cost about an arm 
and a leg (exchange rate for limbs at the time 
places that at about $800). Midrange these days 
sets you back half of what it used to, and with 
he abundance of console ports, the desire for 
he best models tends to dissipate quickly. The 
Sapphire HD6950 Dirt3 edition takes a stab at 
ackling the midrange market with its custom 
HD6950 design. 
Visually, the Dirt3 edition differs with the 
choice of a dual-fan configuration over the 
stock squirrel-cage cooler. Five large heatpipes 
ransfer heat from the hot Cayman Pro core to 
he aluminium heatsink above it. The cooling 
componentry is covered by a jet black shroud 
with Sapphire labeling, which is interesting 
considering the Dirt 3 inspired model name (and 
probably a good thing, given the corny nature of 
GPU decals). All in all, this is a quieter and more 
effective set up over the stock solution. 

It just so happens that video card vendors 
decided to remove a little known feature on 
recent HD 6950 releases. A tiny switch, about 
the size of a grain of rice, was commonly found 
in difficult to reach areas of the PCB, and 
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allowed users to \ 
easily switch between 
two GPU BIOSs. The 
removal of this switch meant flashing the 
BIOS became a risky process — so why would 
a manufacturer remove such an innocent 
sounding feature? To stop people flashing 
HD6970 BIOSs on their HD6950 cards, and 
thus attaining extra performance without paying 
the premium. We're not just talking voltage 
and clock rate increases, shaders were being 
unlocked too! 

So, you can tell how intrigued we were to 
see that Sapphire had provided a BIOS switch 
on the Dirt 3 edition of their HD 6950. We 
installed the card and got to work looking for a 
suitable method of flashing the BIOS. It turns 
out, to our ultimate despair, that the switch is a 
ruse! This card cannot be successfully flashed 
to a HD6970. Luckily, we still had our trusty 
overclocking tools at hand. Instead of using MSI 
Afterburner (our usual tool of choice), we installed 


Sapphire HD6950 GDDRS Dirt 3 Edition Ambient readings 
Idle: 51 dBA 


Idle: 34°C 


Load: 66°C 


Sapphire HD6950 GDDRS Dirt 3 Edition Synthetic Benchmarks 
Unigine Heaven, FPS Tess - 37.8 


3DMark 11 - X1753 


Unigine Heaven, FPS None -53.8 


Sapphire HD6950 GDDRS Dirt 3 Edition Gaming Benchmarks 


Min - 35.71 


Max - 52.91 


= Reference scores: XFX 5850 
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Frames per second 


SAPPHIRE HD6950 GDDR35 DIRT 3 EDITION 


Sapphire’s own TRIXX, hoping that 
it'd allow greater control over voltage 
settings. Perhaps it was just a terrible day, but 
it refused to work correctly, failing to detect the 
card at all. Interestingly, the website to download 
TRIXX was also broken — oh dear! Thankfully, our 
trusty copy of Afterburner did the trick, and we 
were finally in business. 
From the stock core clock of 800MHz, we 
were able to attain a solid 898MHz stable after 
an hour or so of tweaking, and similarly a boost 
from 1250MHz to 1810MHz on the memory. 
The fans were clearly audible over the already 
chatty office environment, however they didn’t 
have anywhere near the impact of the reference 
coolers loud whine. 
Connectivity includes 2 x DVI-D (one dual-link), 
HDMI and Displayport 1.2 output. Bundled 
with the card is a coupon for Dirt 3, a CrossFire 
bridge, DVI to VGA adapter, 2 x Molex to 6-pin 
power cable and a 1.8m HDMI 1.4a cable. 
When you compare this card to the XFX xXx 
Edition HD6950 we reviewed earlier in the year, 
it’s clear that this isn’t the best performing HD 
6950 on the market. It is cheaper though, and 
we're certain that with a functioning copy of 
TRIXX, it could be pushed closer to the 9S0MHz 
OC of the XFX card. (==) VC 


Performance 
Performs decently. 


baa | 
e= | 


Bundle a pa 
Dirt 3 is a nice addition. ~ ts 2 


Value 
Good price considering ~ == { OD | 
bundle, 
Build ; 

; et 
Nothing fancy, but solid. = 5 


Overall 
A well priced HD 6950 with 
OC potential. 
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Antec Kuhler 920 


The power of water meets simple installation. 


Street Price $145 Supplier Antec 
Website www.antec.com 


Specifications Single mountable radiator; twin 700-2400 


RPM (PWM) 120mm fans; 775/1155/1156/1366/AM2/ 
AM3/AM2+/AM3+ 


A‘ coolers are by far the most popular 
solution to the hot bits in our PCs. They’re 
cheap to buy, easy to install, and generally 
perform sufficiently for modest clock rate 
increases. Their main drawback is their physically 
large nature, ranging from the infamous modest 
stock coolers to ridiculously bulky behemoths, 
towering over memory, VRMs and MOSFETs, 
while inching closer to penetrating the bounds 
enforced by the very side panels which contain 
ther. In short; they're bloody huge! Typical 
water based coolers relocate the bulky radiators 
elsewhere (often externally) allowing for easier 
installation of surrounding components, however 
they can get quite fiddly to install. You need 
to worry about corrosion, leaks, fitting tubes 
correctly, using optimal pump and radiator 
configurations — it’s definitely not a task for the 
faint hearted. 

Antec hasn't gone all out and produced 
a traditional water cooling kit. There’s no 
components to connect together apart from the 
head unit to the CPU itself, which simplifies the 
installation process significantly. It also means no 
chance of dripping water all over your expensive 
kit! The entire setup consists of two main 
components; the head unit (which includes the 
pump), then two rubber tubes which connect 
directly to a mountable rectangular radiator. 
The 920 model includes two high performance 
2400RPM PWM controlled Antec fans to 
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transfer heat, while outputting 
55cB of noise to ensure that 
you're constantly aware of their 
presence. 

Installing the Kuhler is simple 
enough, but we found that the 
twist-to-lock mechanism when 
mounting the cooler caused 
smearing of the pre-applied 
thermal compound over the 
CPU. Normally this would be 
perfectly fine, but the viscous 
consistency meant it clumped 
up and spread very unevenly. We opted 
to use some Noctua thermal compound 
after confirming that the cooling capability was 
negatively affected. If you're careful, it should 
be possible to mount the cooler with minimal 
smearing, but expect some level of frustration. 

The 920 requires two connections, one to 
a motherboard USB header (this allows the 
included Chill Control V software to adjust fan 
speed), and another to a standard fan socket 
to power the pump and fans. To the delight of 
our ears, the adjustment from ‘extreme’ mode 
to ‘silent’ did precisely that, with about 18dB of 
sound output. Naturally, the cooling performance 
took a similar path, with load temps of our 
3.7GHz 2600K rising from 45c to 54c. We then 
ramped up the hertz and tested at SGHz, which 
resulted in a jump from 78c to 88c. Hot, but 
acceptable. For comparisons sake, the NH-D14 
under the same conditions attains 47c and 79c 
load for 3.7GHz/5GHZz respectively, which sits 
between the 920’s two fan modes in terms of 
cooling performance. 

Chill Control V is Antec’s fan control solution, 


with min/avg/max pump and fan RPM readouts, 
water temperature, a custom and two predefined 
fan profiles, and the ability to change the colour 
of the head unit LED. The usual fun. 

Overall, this cooler performs amazingly 
with extreme mode enabled. The downside is 
that it’s a distinct choice between noise and 
cooling power, or silence and a warm chip, 
with little middle ground. That being said, it’s 
priced adequately for a complete no-fuss water 
solution. (=) VC 


Overall 
Trumps the NH-D14, at a price 
and noise premium. 


Antec Kuhler 620 


Compact water cooling on the cheap. 


Street Price $88 Supplier Antec 
Website www.antec.com 


Specifications Single mountable radiator; 2O0OORPM 
120mm fan; 775/1155/1156/1366/AM2/AM3/AM2+/AM3+ 


[| the picture and model name haven't given 
it away, the Antec Kuhler 620 is essentially 
a cut down version of the 920. They use the 
same mounts, have the same form factor and 
aesthetics, and function similarly. What separates 
the two, apart from price, is the significantly 
thinner radiator and inclusion of a single one- 
speed fan. With no PWM control, there’s no need 
for the USB header connector nor extra software. 
So how does the lesser 620 perform? With 
the 2600K set to 3.7GHz the mean reported 
temperature across all four cores was 49c, and 
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at 5GHz, a toasty but tolerable 
81c. Essentially the 620 sits 
somewhere between the quiet 
and extreme settings of it’s bigger 
brother, while maintaining silent 
operation, 

When compared to our 
reference NH-D14, the 620 

falls short by a couple of 
degrees, but can be found for a few 
bucks cheaper. It’s slightly louder too 
(you can hear the water flowing through the head 
unit), but most cases should muffle the sound 
completely. For the asking price, the Kuhler 

620 is quite an attractive piece of kit, especially 

if you're trying to maintain a compact system 
where bulky air coolers are problematic. 


Overall 
A good mix of convenience, cost 
and cooling. 
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Street Price $260 Supplier Kingston 
Website http://www.kingston.com/ 


Specifications 4x 2GB kit; PC3-17064 (2133MHz) , 9-I1- 
9-27; 1.65v; 240-pin DIMM; Non-ECCC unbuffered DDR3 


Mew is getting cheaper and faster, 
while the voltage required to drive it is 


decreasing — which helps with heat output. As 
such, we wonder why the market is still full of 
sticks of memory with giant physical footprints. 
This kit prefers not to leave the heating issue 
to chance, measuring in at double the height of a 
standard module. 

There's four sticks for use in dual-channel 
configuration, so those using the Sandy Bridge 
line of processing gear are the target market 


T2,1.65v;100x35 
20.83s 


PiFast 
wPrime 32M - multi-thread (HT off) 


10.655s 


Everest Read 21567 MB/s 


18714 MB/s 


Everest Write 
39.9ns 


Everest Latency 


DDR3-2133, 9-11-9-27- 


RAM / KEYBOARD 


here. Make no mistake, 2133MHz is pushing 
some serious clockage, but we decided to take 
it a little further. With a memory multiplier limit of 
21.38x on our trusty Z68X-UD3H-B3, we were 
forced to push the delicate BCLK up to 108MHz 
to overclock this memory. That got us to about 
2.2GHz, which was the stable limit according 
to an hour of Prime95, powered by a generous 
1.75v. Then we tightened the latencies. From the 
default 9-11-9-27-T2, we managed a stable 9-10- 
9-27-11, giving a clear gain in wPrime. While we 
didn’t achieve much in the way of overclocking, 
the stock performance is already quite substantial. 
To credit Kingston, the memory did remain cool 
before and after overclocking, so the fins were 
doing their job superbly. {(") VC 


DDR3-2198, 9-11-9-27- 
T2,1.75v; 103 x34 


20.94s 


DDR3-2133, 9-10-9-27- 
T1,1.75v;100x35 


20.978 


10.827s 10.359s 


21588 MB/s 21605 MB/s 


18693 MB/s 18620 MB/s 


39.2ns 


39.5ns 


Kingston KHX2133CSAD3TIFK4/8GX 


Meanwhile, at Kingston: We need taller fins! 


Overall 


Plenty of power, but 8GB quad 
kits are SO passé. 


Tt eSPORTS Meka G-Unit 


Silly name belies a really gorgeous product. 


Street Price $139 Supplier TteSPORTS 
Website www.ttesports.com 


Specifications Mechanical keyboard; non-captive USB 
cable; 2 x USB ports; Headset jacks; partial backlighting; three 
gaming profiles; 60 total macro keys; detachable palm rest. 


W: are used to weird names at Atomic, but 
we don’t exactly know why Thermaltake 
has decided on G-Unit as the designation for its 
new mechanical keyboard. But we also don’t 
really care, because the Meka G-Unit is one of 
the nicest gaming keyboards we've used. 

While competing mechanical keyboards 
push for modern stylings, the G-Unit is almost 
a throwback to the good old days of injection 
molded input devices. Its matte black casing looks 
and feels remarkably sturdy, and the individually 
sprung keys are a true joy to use. They’re also a 
lot quieter than those found on Razer’s competing 
Blackwidow keyboard, still not silent but not as 
brutally mechanical in nature. 

The main differentiator between the G-Unit 
and other Meka keyboards is the partial 
backlighting. Rather than illuminate every key 
the G-unit is quite selective, with WASD, ctrl, 
shift, space and the arrow keys all sporting white 
LED backlights. There are also small white LEDs 
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on the caps lock, 
numlock and scroll 
lock keys that 
denote whether they 
are on or off. 

Besides this lighting 
the G-Unit packs twelve 
dedicated macro buttons, 
three profiles, the ability to 
disable the windows key and 
the usual array of media and volume 
control buttons. It comes with a detachable, 
cloth covered USB cord and sports two USB 
ports alongside headset jacks on the back of 
the keyboard. It also comes with a detachable 
palm rest. 

We'd have preferred red backlighting to keep 
our vision sharp in our darkened gaming room, 
but the white LEDs are subtle enough to not 
distract. Keeping them to only a handful of keys 
is handy for quick positioning, but ultimately a 
solution like the red underkey lighting seen on 
Microsoft's Sidewinder X6 might have been 
better. Its matt black surface, however, is a 
godsend after the shiny, smudgy plastic of the 
Razer Blackwidow. 

Ultimately the decision to go with a 


mechanical keyboard is a personal one — but if 
you like mechanical this delivers in spades. It is 
one of the more expensive models out there, 
which is its only real downside, but well worth 


your consideration. JG 


Overall 


Pricey, but great to use and quiet 
for a mechanical keyboard. 
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e GIGABYTE WINDFORCE™ 2X Cooling Design e GIGABYTE WINDFORCE™ 3X Cooling Design 
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Choose the best tool for the job with our rotary tool Labs test! 


- ww 
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ere are few tools more important in a PC 
enthusiast's collection than a rotary tool. 
They’re also fantastic items to have for all 
manner of tasks, ranging from DIY to crafts 
as well as modding your PC. They can cut, drill, sand, 
grind, engrave and polish, and some are equipped with 


attachments that allow them to become even more useful. 


A Dremel of some kind has been the obvious choice 
for modders for years, and the company has an enviable 
reputation, but there are other makes out there that are 


cheaper, and even include more accessories. However, 
many of these cheaper alternatives can be hard to source, 
and can usually only be found on eBay or overseas. And, 
to be honest, there's a real element of ‘you get what you 
pay for’. So, with that in mind, we’ve tested three rotary 
tools for this mini lab — one eBay-sourced cheaper model, 
and two different Dreme! models, to show the scope and 
range of what you can expect, and their performance. 

Whether DIY, modding or just seeing sparks fly is 
your thing, this Labs test is essential reading. 
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Sealey E540 Multi-Purpose 
Rotary Tool and Engraver Set 40pc 


A jack of all trades, but we find out if it’s a master of none. 


Street Price $45 

Manufacturer www.sealey.co.uk 

Sealey is a UK-based tool manufacturer that demanding work, as well as struggling to 
offers a plethora of power tools and other gear maintain a constant speed while under load. 


that makes DIY fans weak at the knees. It also 
makes the E540 rotary tool, which includes Test Results 


40 head accessories, for just $45, and you The range of accessories is surprising given how 
can find them pretty easily on Australian eBay compact the case is. However, the accessory 
stores. The E540 and its accessories fit in box opens to reveal a plastic sheath and bags 

a compact hard case, with the accessories stuffed with parts. Inside is one of the best 
housed in a removable case all of their own. ranges of aluminium oxide grinding tools on test, 


The build quality of the cases isn't amazing, — with no less than ten precision head accessories 
but they make carrying the E540 and allits bits of various shapes and sizes. Sadly, there are 


around particularly easy compared to many no large grinding wheels, and the parts that are 
other rotary tools. We were unable to find included tended to wear down quite quickly 
a power rating for the E540, so used some when pitted against our steel PC case. This 


basic physics to work it out. Oddly, we found means that the E540 is limited to dealing with 
it was rated at just 0.3A — barely half that of all — small areas when it comes to grinding — unless 


..the E540 will certainly lack the grunt for 
more demanding work, as well as struggling to 
maintain a constant speed while under load. 


the other rotary tools, giving it a power rating you buy more rugged heads. 
of just 69W. This won't be too much of an Thankfully, if you need more in the way of 
issue for low- and medium-load tasks, but head accessories, the E540 is compatible with 
the E540 will certainly lack the grunt for more most of those offered by Dremel and others, 
thanks to the included 2.3mm and 3mm collets. 
For basic engraving tasks, the E540 is well 
equipped, thanks to the inclusion of both 
precision and spherical engraving tips. 
The tips are quite small, so if you're 
planning to engrave large areas, you'll 


need to purchase a larger spherical 
tip separately. 
Also included are nine 22mm (Hee — flexible shaft!) 
cutting disks. Despite their small size, The shell of the E540 has an angled hand-grip 
they're quite thick and proved to be that allows your thumb to rest near the speed 
adept at dealing with small sections adjustment wheel, with your index finger lying 
of steel. If you’re hoping to cut a within striking distance of the power switch. 
side window, you should use larger, However, whichever way you hold it, you 
reinforced cutting disks. Still, those that invariably end up blocking a proportion of the 
are included are perfect for most other ventilation holes. As a result, the E540 became 


tasks, such as cutting acrylic, wood and — quite warm during testing; thanks to its low 

aluminium. In addition there are several power draw, though, this didn’t make the tool 
sanding bands and sanding disks too, as uncomfortable to use even during a ten-minute 
well as felt polishing wheels and 2.3mm and _ stress test. 


3mm drill bits — most bases are covered. A few other issues raised their heads when we 
Sadly, the E540’s locking cap had a started using the E540. The spindle-lock button 
slightly different thread to both of Dremel’s is too small and awkward to use, while the 


contributions to this test. This means that it isn’t | chassis hasn’t been moulded particularly well; 
compatible with Dremel’s excellent Flexible Shaft there are sharp edges and the power switch 
attachment. doesn’t sit flush with the chassis. While neither 
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Wide range of accessories; fully 


of these issues is a deal-breaker, they make the 
E540 inferior to the Dremel tools on test. 
At least the fully adjustable speed rang 
of 8,000 to 30,000rpm is welcome. Despite 
its lowly power rating, the 


feel, despite the issues with its chassis. 


Conclusion 

Despite including a wide range of ¢ F 
from major 

5 wanting. It has 


wore out fairly q 
1 fairly hardy, they apabl 
einforced cutting disks included with seve 
er rotary tools. Likewise, its range of engr 
is adequate at best. It ) worth noting 


“= variable speed control. 


Doubtful build quality; 
@@NB_ poor value; underpowered 
for long jobs. 


that there are no bristle brushes or polishing points 
included at all. 

Another negative was the relatively meagre 
build quality. There are some sharp edges and 
dodgy joins on the body, and the spindle-lock 
button is a little harsh on the fingers — at least 
the tool is sturdy. The caveats don’t end there 
though; it also lacks the ability to use Dremel’ 
Flexible Shaft attachment and it isn’t as o 
the Dremel rotary tools at keeping itself cool. 

O might seem like a good deal, 

nore appealing o 
O is the 

— It might cost much more and includes fe 
accessories, but it has none of the issues oand is 
more p ‘ful; it's also more pleasant to use and 
compatible with the excellent range of Dremel 
add-ons. ANTONY LEATHER 


Overall 


Looks good at first glance, but 
doesn’t measure up. 
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$199 


www.dremel.com 


Dremel’s 4000-series is its most powerful 
corded rotary tool. As with the 300 series (see 
next review), Dremel’s reputation precedes 

it, with these rotary tools by far the favourites 
or PC modders and DIY enthusiasts alike; 
Dremel has become the by-word for an entire 
class of product, much like Google is now 

he default term for searching for something 
online. The Dremel 4000 can be bought in two 
guises — the 4000-4/65 we tested includes a 
number of accessories and Dremel’s Flexible 
Shaft attachment, while the Dremel 4000-4/50 
includes several more attachments (including 
a detail grip) and a hard case. 

The Dremel 4000-4/65 costs an impressive 
$199, and while this $50 more than the 
Dremel 300-30, it goes some way to justifying 
its price tag. While it’s heavier at 660g, 
compared to the 550g of the 300-30, it 


Dremel 4000-4/65 \ 


Powerful, adaptable, easy to use and utterly desirable. 


through different workloads. This is something 
with which every other tool on test struggled, 
particularly at low to medium speeds. 

The Dremel 4000 has the broadest speed 
range of any of its competitors, starting a 
just 5,000rpm and finishing at a rather scary 
35,000rom — enough to make a mockery of a 
Formula 1 racing car's engine. Like the Dremel 
300, the Dremel 4000 doesn’t have a fully 
variable speed dial; instead, the range is split into 
numerous steps. 

While the ability to fine-tune the rotational 
speed might seem like a disadvantage, 
particularly from a high-end rotary tool, Dremel 
has ensured that each speed tallies with 
particular head accessories and materials. 

For example, the included SC456 cutting disk 
should be used at up to 35,000rpm on metals 
only, while the sanding disks should be used at 


houses a more powerful 175W motor. It also 
features electronic feedback, which enhances 
torque, starts the motor slowly if initially set 

to ahigh speed to reduce stress, and also 
maintains a near constant rotational speed 


20,000rpm or less on wood and soft metals. 
Even having used the other rotary tools on test 
that have fully variable speed control, we quickly 
became accustomed to the Dremel 4000, and 
the recommended speeds felt spot on too. 

The Dremel 4000 has a tough, material 

case; unlike the Dremel 300-30, this at least 
has several pockets to house its included 
accessories. Even then, we'd prefer a proper 
case considering the price of this kit — there 
may be a compartment for the accessories, 
they roll around too much for our liking, even if 
they’re separated from the tool itself. 


Test Results 


As far as accessories go, the Dremel 4000 
is much better equipped than the 300. It has 
seriously hardcore reinforced cutting disks, 
and a reusable attachment called SpeedClic. 
This is a sprung-clip mount for the supplied 
88mm cutting wheels, and it eliminates the 
need to use the more fiddly mandrel head 
accessory, while allowing for far quicker and 
easier changes of cutting disks. Our steel 
case proved to be no match for these disks, 
and we'd even cut an entire side window with 
them. Like the Dremel 300, the 4000 lacks 
anything less brutal in the way of cutting disks. 
There are also five sanding bands offering 
grits of 60 and 120, and 21 sanding disks — 11 


of which are 180-grit and ten are 240-grit. These 
all proved to be much more long-lasting than 
those included with other makes of rotary tool, 
and the sandpaper’s grit rating is handily printed 


on their rears too. The Dremel! 4000 is also the 
only tested device to include polishing tips. 
These are similar to polishing wheels (three of 
hese are included as well) but are more precise, 
with a pointed end for reaching into nooks and 
crannies. To accompany these, Dremel! has 
included a small tub of polishing compound, 
which can be added to the polishing accessories 
0 give a shiny finish. The Dremel 4000 also 
includes a nylon bristle brush, but lacks much 
in the way of grinding stones and engraving 
ips, with just a cutting tip, and a 20mm silicon 
carbide and 10mm aluminium oxide grinding 
stone included. 

By far the most interesting item in the case, 
apart from the Dremel 4000 itself, is the Flex 


44 


atemic 


Shaft attachment. This also retails separately, 
and attaches by removing the plastic collar and 
locking cap of the Dremel 4000, and securing 
the attachment directly to the tool. It’s essentially 
a flexible extension that gives you a much smaller 
and lighter tool to manage. The business end is 
barely larger than a pen and is very lightweight, 
making it fantastic for tasks that demand high 
precision, such as engraving. It’s an incredible 
device that takes the Dremel 4000, which can 

be rather large and ungainly to hold despite its 
moulded rubber grip, to a whole new level of 
functionality. 

In use, the Dremel 4000 wasn’t quite as 
pleasant in the hand as the Dremel 300, mainly 
due to its weight and size, but it came a close 
second. This is partially thanks to superb 
cooling — despite bristling with ventilation holes, 
your fingers never quite cover any of them. The 
smoothly applied power, intuitive ed settings 
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and the spindle-lock switches all make the 
Dremel 4000 even more of a joy to use. 


Conclusion 
Our initial cc 
price w 


remel 4000's high 
just how 
ssories it sports. 
k and Flexible Shaft 
orth a mess on their own, 
e. Combined with 


torque, plus the 
Dremel 


oeing fully 
compatible with th nge of accessories 
Dremel has to offer makes this less of an issue. 
If you don’t need the power that the Dr | 
4000 offers, the Dremel 300-30 is adequate. 
However, the Dremel 4000 is hard to ignore 


HARDWARE 


Powerful motor; flexible; 
‘easy to use; Flexible Shaft is fantastic 


Expensive; doesn’t include many 
~ accessories; large and heavy 


now that we've used it: it’s supremel 
powerful and offers decent value fo 
despite the high price. 

ANTONY LEATHER 


Overall 
Costly and a little bulky, but hard to 


bate All a 
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Dremel 300-30 


Dremel’s rotary tools, which are made 
by Bosch, have made quite a name for 
hemselves, not only in modding circles, but 
all DIY-related areas too. They’re considered 
robust, easy to use, and well-made; plus 
Dremel's list of available attachments and 
accessories is nearly endless. The latter point 
is aboon, as attachments such as the Flexible 
Shaft make complex tasks such as engraving 
ar easier. 

The Dremel 300 is Dremel’s mid-range 
otary tool range, and the Dremel 300-30 that 
we review here indicates that it includes 30 
accessories. A more expensive set, called the 
300-1/55, includes additional items, including 
Dremel’s Flexible Shaft attachment. The Dremel 
300 has the same 125W motor as the cheaper 
200-series but includes a better hand-grip for 


- 


A perfect introduction to rotary tools, and it 
offers plenty for professionals too. 


Street Price $133 
Manufacturer www.dremel.com 


offer the same protection against knocks. 
Unfortunately, there are no internal pockets in 
the carry case for the accessories, so they're 
left to rattle around inside and bash against the 
tool itself. A dedicated case or pouch would 
have been a good addition (the more expensive 
300-1/55 includes this) - as it stands, you 

need a small box or strong bag to house the 
accessories. Thankfully, there’s plenty of spare 
room in the included case to accommodate this. 


Test Results 


The 30-piece accessory set is mostly devoid of 
engraving tips, with just a 2.4mm cutting tip in 
the box; it also lacks any bristle brushes, which is 
disappointing. However, the range of accessories 
ticks most other boxes. There are two grades of 
sanding bands — 60-grit and 120-grit, with two 


Thankfully the Dremel 300 is light 
enough to make performing this task for long 
periods of time comfortable. 


detailed work. It also sports a more granular 
speed range. The more expensive 4000-series 
offers an even greater speed range and 
significantly more power at 175W. As the latter 
is larger and heavier — the Dremel 300 weighs 
550g while the Dremel 4000 weighs 660g — 
Dremel has seen fit to focus on the rear hand 
grip with the latter, as it's too ungainly to be 
used by itself for detailed work. 

The Dremel 300 includes a soft carry case 
that might be more compact than the hard 
case of other tools on test, but it doesn’t 


apiece in the case — as well as 180-grit and 220- 
grit sanding disks. Each of these components 
stood up well to punishment, even when dealing 
with thick acrylic sheets. Only one silicon carbide 
tip is included in the way of grinding stones, but 
it too was a glutton for punishment, retaining its 
shape even after tackling our steel case. 
A slightly odd inclusion is that of some large 

heavy-duty cutting disks. Five are included 
with the Dremel 300, but these are overkill for 
a product that’s aimed at more detailed work. 
They're able to handle most materials, from 
hardened steel to plastics and wood, but as 
they're quite thick and ungainly, they don’t lend 
themselves to cutting small, neat holes. The 
smaller cutting disks included with 
some other rotary tools were better 
at cutting fine holes. Also included 

are several sizes of polishing 

wheels, and 2.4mm and 3.2mm 

collets, with the latter providing 
compatibility with each of Dremel’s 
head accessory sizes. 

As we mentioned earlier, the 
Dremel 300 includes a forward rubber 
hand-grip to provide support for your 

thumb and index finger. With your fingers 
placed this far forward, while holding 

the Dremel 300 like a pen, you're able to 
perform much more detailed movements. 


Thankfully, the Dremel 300 is light enough to 
make performing this task for long periods of 
time comfortable. However, if this is to be a 
regular job, we’d be very tempted to opt for 

the more expensive Dremel 4000-1/45 kit or 
buy the Flexible Shaft accessory separately. By 
default, the Dremel 300 is adept at all tasks and 
supremely comfortable to use. Thanks to a large 
spindle-lock button, changing accessories was 
easy too. Both of Dremel’s offerings felt cooler to 
hold than any other rotary tool we’ve used — the 
Dremel 300 is riddled with ventilation holes and 
only a small vent at the rear is ever obscured by 
your hand, and then only slightly so. The Dremel 
300 kept itself cool, even during our ten-minute 
stress test. 

There's no dedicated power button on the 
Dremel 300; instead, Dremel has combined the 
power control into the speed setting slider. While 
the Dremel 300 can alter its rotational speed 
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between 10,000-33,000 rpm, this isn’t fully 
variable like some other makes of rotary tool. 
Instead, you’re only able to select one of ten 
speed settings. The same is true for the Dremel 
4000, although it has more speed steps. This 
initially seemed odd and quite a disadvantage, 
but Dremel excels at documentation (particularly 
online) and we quickly became used to the ten 
speed settings. 

In particular, the 300’s manual includes a 
table that indicates the precise speed setting 
that should be used while using a given tool with 
a certain material. It’s invaluable information, 
as using the tool the wrong way can have 
dire consequences, including damaging your 
accessory or ruining your work. This is an area 
that higher end tools like Dremel’s excel at. In 
addition, you’re able to purc ar 
for Dremel’s tools. The elect 
for example, will eventually v 


replacing. Every part of the Dremel 300 is 
available to buy, should it be broken or simply 
wear out. 


Conclusion 
The Dremel 300-30 may not include the 
broadest range of accessories, but as extras are 
cheap and readily available, this isn’t a massive 
issue. Even supplied accessories will wear out 
and need replacing, so it’s more important that 
the tool itself is up to the job. The Dremel 300 
excels in comfort, build quality, and compatibility 
with other accessories and attachments. 
Additional items such as the Flexible Shaft make 
a huge difference and allow you to take on all 
manner of jobs easily. 

The Dremel 300 also has great cooling, 
and is perfect for beginners as well as more 
experienced modders and DIY enthusiasts, 
thanks to top-notch documentation. We'd have 
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+ Hugerange of accessories and parts; 
| Sa comfortable; easy to use; great 
cooling. 


ome Lacks fully variable speed range. 


liked a more granular speed range but the 
Dremel 300 is better in nearly every way than 
every other tool out there, bar Dremel’s own 
4000- 1/45. 

ANTONY LEATHER 


Overall 


Comfortable, well-built and nicely 
priced, 
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Feature Table 


Price 

Performance 

Speed range (RPM) 

Power 

Specifications 

Speed control 

Weight 

Cablelength 

Head Accessories 

Collets (mm) 

Cutting disks (size/quantity/use) 
Sanding bands (size/grit/ number) 
Sanding disks (size, grit, number) 
Polishing points (size/number) 
Polishing wheels (size/quantity) 
Bristle brushes (material) 


Grinding stones (size/material/number) 


Engraving/cutting tips 
Disk mandrel (screw size/quantity) 
Drill bit (size/number) 


Other head accessories 
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Dremel300-30 


10,000 - 33,000 


125W 


10 Presets 


550g 


185cm 


2:4,-3:2 
32mnV/5/heavy 
18mnV60/2, 13mm/120/2 


19mrm/180/6, 19mNn/220/6 


13mm/8, 25mn/1 
None 


7mnVsilicon Carbide/1 


2.4mm cutting tip 


(3.2mn7/1) 


None 


None 


Dremel 4000-1/45 


5,000 - 35,000 


7OW 


XX Presets 
660g 


190cm 


None 

38mm reinforced/2/neavy 
13mm/60/3, 13mm/120/2 
19mm/180/11, 19mMmM/240/10 
10mnm/2 

138mnv3 


Nylon 


20mnVSilicon Carbide/1, 10mm, 


Aluminium Oxide/1 
4.8mm cutting tip 
(3.2mnV1) 
3.2mnvV/1 


None 


Sealey E540 Multi-Purpose Rotary Tool 
and Engraver Set 40pc 


8,000 - 30,000 


69W 


Fully variable 
520g 
200cm 


2.3,3 
22mm/9/heavy 
2Omnvnot stated/7 


20mm/not stated/8 


18mn7/11, 22mm/10 
None 


various/Aluminium Oxide/10 


Spherical, precision 
38mnv/1 
2.3mnV1, 3mnv/1 


None 
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cesign 
4-4 ESS gl Graded on? AOC LALIT 1) athe IS CASE 


Sound-dampening Bitumen Lining 
ModuVent™ Design for customisable cooling 
Hold up to 8 Hard Disk Drives! 

Built-in smart cable management 


A total of 7 case fan slots for airflow and cooling 


“Tf you re looking to make a quiet, 
stylish pc then we cant think of a 
better case to do it in.” 


- Paul Goodhead, bit-tech.net 


A stylish, minimalist design - the ARC Mid Tower 


provides USB 3.0 support on its front panel, easy 
cable management, with up to 8 hard drive bays 
and plenty of cooling options, the ARC Mid Tower 
is your next case of choice! 


‘are’ 
ome of Computer Accessories 
Cee : PC CASE GEAR ARC COMPUTERS PLE COMPUTERS ALL NEEDS COMPUTERS UMART ONLINE 
isive Distributor for Australia pccasegear.com arc.com.au jle.com.au allneeds.com.au umart.com.au 
1309 269.927 SCORPION TECHNOLOGY MWAVE AUSTIN COMPUTERS PRINCIPAL COMPUTERS COMPUTER ALLIANCE 
CSET RPT ae eT scorptec.com.au mwave,com.au austin.net.au principalcomputers.com.au computeralliance.com.au 
td public’ The above products cari be MSY TECHNOLOGY UK INTERNATIONAL GAMEDUDE COMPUTERS 
vased from most independent computer ae dear ieconyeu Gemeciic cornet 
rs throughout Australia i ORANGE IT 
min.com.au orangeit.com.au 


useotaa Available at these great resellers all across the country! 


he number above for your nearest reseller. PL 
cpl.com.au auspcmar! ARK' ET au 
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We asked you —- our readers — to share the hardware you use in your 
machines every day. And from that list, we’ve found the most popular 
gear amongst the most dedicated of PC enthusiasts! 


as it been a year already? 
Well, actually, it’s been a little over 

a year since we ran our inaugural 

Atomicans’ Choice Awards, and 
found out the most popular hardware amongst 
our readers. That first survey, back in issue 113, 
saw some interesting results and trends emerge. 
It showed that while AMD was easily the most 
popular video card chip choice, NVIDIA could still 
boast the most installed single card in the form 
of the classic 8800. We discovered that Antec 
was the PC case king, that Logitech pretty much 
pwned the keyboard and mouse market and that, 
surprisingly, Telstra Bigpond was the preferred ISP. 

So, this year, we’re back. This year we can 

look at year on year trends and changes in your 
hardware, at who’s gained ground and — just as 
importantly — who's lost it. After all, while we put 
great stock in our own testing and results, our 
readership is often just as demanding, if not more 
so, in their choices. Too, while we only ever test in 
relative isolation in terms of timing, our readers live 
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with a wide variety of hardware day in, day out. 

In effect, we’ve called upon thousands of 
testers and test-rigs. If you find a brand or model 
of hardware on this list, then you can be sure it’s 
truly enthusiast-grade. 

The other great thing about these results is 
the sheer number of respondents — a pretty solid 
percentage of our entire readership! — means that 
bias is pretty much out of the question. As we’ve 
often mentioned, we are not immune to having our 
own likes and dislikes, and while we never, ever go 
against or fiddle with our testing results, it’s only 
human to praise those bits of kits that not only test 
well, but match our own preferences. Peripherals 
like mice and keyboards are particularly prone to 
this kind of bias. However, with thousands of votes 
across even more machines, that kind of individual 
preference is banished. 

You could do far worse than to base your own 
next build on the brand choices revealed within. 
So, without further waffle and ado... on with the 
2011 Atomicans’ Choice Awards! 


Just a quick thankyou to our 
sponsors AMD, Antec and 
Corsair. Putting together a 
survey like this and collating 
the responses is bit of an epic 
quest, so it’s nice to have a 
bit of backup along the. way — 
thanks, guys! 
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“Believe it. 


AMD ¢' 


The future is fusion 
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CHOICE AWARDS 


It’s the heart of your rig, so let’s get this party started right. 


W< really, really wish we could surprise 
you here and say that AMD is back... 
but not quite. It’s still an Intel coloured world 
when it comes to processor choice, and 
despite some rather solid showings — and 
rather well-priced, too — from AMD, it seems 
hardware enthusiasts and gamers still can’t 
go past Intel for their machines. 

That said, AMD's creeping up, and there 
are more AMD machines now than a year 
ago. More importantly, one AMD processor 
has slammed into the top ten — the Phenom 
2 X6 impressed us (and is still one of our 
top KitLog choices) and it’s obviously made 
an impression on Atomicans. It’s a cheap 
six-core CPU (which sounds like it should be 
impossible) and it’s hopefully a hint of things 
to come. 

The big reveal, however, is more to do 
with Intel’s screwing up with the long- 


CHOICE 


awaited Sandy Bridge launch earlier in the 
year — we kind of expected it to not really 
make a dent in the list, but there’s a mess 
of Sandy Bridge parts out there, and the 
remarkably well-specced and priced 2500K 
even gets as far as the second spot. But 
it still can’t bump off the mighty Nehalem. 
Despite long in the tooth now, it’s still got top 
spot, no doubt thanks to mad keen early 
adopters. 

However, perhaps the biggest change 
is the massive extinction level event of the 
Core 2 range. Nearly half of last year’s top 
ten was dual core, but now we only have 
on contender, the lonely 8400. Sadly, we 
expect that this once mighty beast will soon 
follow its brethren. With more chips coming 
from Intel, and even bigger AMD releases 
on the horizon, it’s looking like its days are 
numbered. 


Core 17 920 


Core i5 2500K 
Corei7 950 

orei7 2600K 

ore 2 Duo 8400 
orei7 860 
ore id /50 

orei/ 930 
henom 2 X6 1O90T 
oreid /60 


(2) OE EY Ea eanreeait 


ry 


lal hd) “Can” “sia ld 


AWARDS 


MOHERBOARD. 


OJ... morphine... mobo... QJ... morphine... mobo... 


nee again, we hate motherboards. 
Well, to be more accurate, we 
hate collating the motherboard results. It’s 
a complex field of hardware, with many 
different models even amongst individual 
chipsets; combined with the growing number 
of chipsets available, and the ever complex 
naming methodologies of the biggest brands, 
working out the top model is an exercise on a 
par with cleaning your eyeballs with bleach in 
terms of pain. 
However, before we get that nitty gritty, 
we can at least say that in terms of preferred 
brand, it’s still a pretty clean win for old 
favourite GIGABYTE. They are head and 
shoulders above rival ASUS, and the drop off 
down to third place Asrock is one of the most 
dramatic in the entire survey. 
In a very real sense, the choice if 

motherboards for the majority of Atomicans is 
avery binary choice. 


That said, there’s been some 
interesting changes. Asrock 
has boosted its market share 
mightily, moving up a giant six spots compared 
to last year, while MSI has dropped down three 
spots and out of the top five. Given they were 
a solid third last year, it's not a great result, and 
clearly Atomicans are not finding the brand 
a good choice for their mobos. DFI, Dell and 
Abit all fell a spot, and Foxconn made a charge 
into the top ten, most likely leaving a trail of 
depressed employees along the way. 

Too soon? 

Anyhoo, with GIGABYTE on top, the next 
thing to tackle is the most popular board, and 
interestingly, the X58 chipset, and the old UD5 
is still up there. We're guessing that many 
Atomic first adopters went with Nehalem, and 
have not felt a huge need to upgrade since, 
especially in light of the Sandy Bridge issues 
earlier in the year. 


WINNER 


GIGABYTE 


2. ASUS 
3. Asrock 
4, EVGA 
5. Intel 
6. MSI 
& DA 
8. Dell 
9. Abit 
10. Foxconn 
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kc VIDEO CARD 


Want pretty pictures? Want good graphics 
hardware. Atomicans have answer. 


ell, it seerms once you make it to the 

top, if you keep putting out good 
gear, you're gonna be hard to shift. That’s 
what GIGABYTE's showing with another 
top spot, and another repeat performance 
of last year’s dominance. Similarly, NVIDIA 
still has the lion’s share on the market. AMD 
continues to chip away, but we really thought 
it would have made much more headway 
over the year. As it is, about GO per cent of 
the installed cards amongst our responders 
come from the green machine. 
However, there have been some changes. 
XFX and HIS have both dropped two 
places, while ASUS, MSI, Sapphire and 
Gainward have all crept up one spot. We've 
even got a couple of newcomers into the list, 
in the shape of Power Color (welcome back!) 
and Innovision. ASUS can be happy to move 
up into second spot, but the company is still 


far away from winner, GIGABYTE — ASUS 
could double its install-base and still come 
second, which is a testament to just how 
much of a lock GIGABYTE has on the space. 
The biggest improvement comes from 
EVGA, however, who has jumped up two 
spots. But it’s tightly contested in that 
segment, and HIS and Power Colour are 
close behind, while MSI does seem to have 
a tidy lead. 
Interestingly, while the classic 8800 card 
from NVIDIA made a solid showing last year 
despite being many generations behind the 
pace, that once great card now seems to 
be finally disappearing from many machines 
across Atomic-land. And as to the most 
popular model of card, it seems like NVIDIA's 
5-series has made a credible impact, with 
the GTX 560 and 570 pretty much sharing 
top spot. 


CHOICE AWARDS 


gies 


They may be hot, but don’t rub these particular sticks together... ’ 


S: far, if you were on top in last year’s 
survey, you're likely to be on top in this 
year’s one too. We'd love to now say that 
there’s a huge surprise to come in the RAM 
category, but that would be lie — again, Corsair 
has come out on top as the most popular 
RAM brand amongst Atomicans. Obviously, 
Corsair gear, thanks to the company’s rigorous 
testing and high-end binning is working like a 
charm — looking at the numbers we can’t see 
them losing the top spot any time soon. 

The 6GB Dominator kit is still just about the 
top kit, but it’s a near run thing, with Corsair’s 
8GB Vengeance kit hot on its silicon tail. 

With RAM continuing to be more and more 
competitively priced at even greater capacities, 
we're seeing this reflected in growing RAM 


atemic 


upgrades. It’s really just a matter not of 
seeing if Corsair can be beaten, but when the 
Vengeance SKU will become top dog. 

There’s been some movement on the list, 
hough, with G.Skill moving up into second 
place, tidily knocking off Kingston. Patriot and 
TeamGroup have pretty much swapped as 
well, while Jynix kits have bullied their way 
into the top ten for the first time. Once again, 
hough, there’s a clear distinction between the 
op brands — the top three in this case — and 
he also rans, who are far behind in terms of 
installs. Patriot may have jumped two whole 
spots in terms of user preference, but there 
are still nearly ten times as many Corsair kits 
loating around in our readers’ machines. 

And that’s an insurmountable lead. 


10. Innovision 
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4, OZ 
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camara bal 


We got the pow-ah! Bam. Bam-bam-bam. 


f you have a copy of last year’s Atomicans’ 

Choice Awards, and compare the top five 
PSUs last year to this year, you'd naturally 
be inclined to believe that nothing much 
has changed amongst the PSU vendors. 
Corsair’s still on top, Antec's still a plucky 
second, and the usual suspects are still all 
waiting in the wings. 

You'd also be wrong. 

Last year, the PSU category was one of 
the closest, and we were fully expecting to 
see a lot of action in it this year. And, we kind 
of did — certainly, the bottom half has seen 
some serious action, with OCZ climbing 
three spots, Enermax two and XFX making 
it in at all, while Silverstone tumbled an 
alarming two places. 

However, the real action’s in the numbers 

— the very LARGE numbers that now 
separate top spot Corsair from its distantly 


| 


CHOICE 
COOLING 


trailing rival Antec. 

In fact, Corsair’s got more than double the 
install-base of its closest rival, and there’s 
even more air now between Thermaltake at 
three and Seasonic at five. The back of the 
pack is still pretty close, however. 

In terms of actual model, last year’s 
winner, Corsair’s HX 650 is still making a 
good showing, but there’s just as many HX 
780 and even a goodly number of 1000 
watt models keeping it company. We'd say 
that with new processor and VGA upgrades 
happening this year, a lot of people have 
decided that more power is a good thing 

— and they’re sticking with the brand they 
know best. Corsair has a serious lock on the 
PSU space, showing off remarkable reliability 
with an expanding range of enthusiast 
supplies that deliver smooth power at 
performance levels. Go Corsair! 
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Being cool is, well... cool. And according to your average 


Atomican, these are about as cool as it can get. 


ow here's a section that’s shown a lot of 
movement, and some very interesting 
emerging trends. 

First up, our beloved Thermalright Ultra 
Extreme — the TRUE 120 — is a disappearing 
beast. Which really shouldn’t surprise us, as 
it's now years old. But it’s still kinda sad to 
see — we still have a TRUE in our system, after 
countless other parts have come and gone. 
So what's replacing it? 

Looks like watercooling’s make a huge 
impact, basically thanks to a lot of the now 
easy to install all-in-one kits, and it’s off the 
back of one of these that’s seen Corsair 
charge into the rankings. It’s H-series of kits 
has made a large impact on Atomicans, 
so if you’re looking to get some liquid into 
your rig, this looks like the way to go! The 


atemic 


appearance of Prolimatech further suggests 
that watercooling kits are maturing fast. 

As to more traditional fan and heatsink 
cooling, the massive fall of Thermalright 
has seen Noctua now take the preferred 
brand crown, and it’s all in-one NH-U12P is 
the way to go. Coolermaster’s seen some 
improvement, but aside from Thermalright, 
Thermaltake, Zalman and Antec have all seen 
their kits wane in popularity. 

Noctua’s always been a tough act to follow 
in terms of fans, but now that it’s releasing 
all-in-one units it seems that it’s rather... bland 
beige and brown design just doesn’t stop 
serious enthusiasts and overclockers from 
choosing its kit. 

Hmm, maybe we should ditch our true for 
a Corsair H70... 
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WINNER 


Coolermaster 
Corsair 
Thermalright 
Thermaltake 
Zalman 
Antec 
Prolimatech 
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Arctic 
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PC CASES 


cs 


Mighty shield, defender against furballs and 
dustbunnies, and home to all your awesome kit. 


CT is shaping up as one of the 
eal winners of this survey. It’s almost 
embarrassing, given they're a sponsor and all, 
but that’s the great thing about reader-driven 
results — the company’s success is comes 
down to great products and service. Here, in 
cases, Corsair’s not on top by a long stretch, 
but its cases have jumped an impressive 
three spots up to number six in the top ten, 
and they’re not all that far behind chassis 
favourites Silverstone and Lian Li. 

However, what's really interesting is 
the passing of the crown from Antec and 
it’s excellent P-series and 900 cases to 
Coolermaster — the HAF and HAF X are 
overwhelmingly popular, with solid support 
from the longtime favourite CM690 and its 
upgraded cousin, the 690 II. 

Both are excellent cases, with lots of 


room and cooling options, but they feature 
very different aesthetics, which gives the 
Coolermaster brand and incalculable 
advantage — Antec's similar strategy no 
doubt explains its success. Of course, it's a 
very close lead, and it’s obvious that Antec’s 
Dark Fleet series has had an impressive 
impact. Who knows if CM will be able to 
hold on for a year... 

We are pretty sure, however, that it’s 

retty much a two-horse race in case 
land. Thermaltake’s a very distant third, and 
while it’s awesome to see newcomers like 
Lancool and especially Fractal get into the 
ist, they’ve got a lot of heavy lifting to even 
get close the top runners; which is not to say 
hat their cases are bad, of course, but in 
erms of the enthusiast choice, it’s clear who 
he front runners are. 
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CHOICE AWARDS 
OPTICAL AND HDDS 


Like the Earth, it’s where you keep your stuff... 


kay, we admit it — optical disc drives are 

more or less boring. Really, with the rise 
of digital distribution of so many games and 
even applications, about the only time most 
of us even think about that little slot on the 
front of our systems is when we're installing 
anew OS. 

Nonetheless, when you do need to install 
something, or backup some data or make 
a playlist disc (what we oldies used to call a 
‘mixtape’), you really want something that'll get 
the job done. 

Which is pretty much what Pioneer and LG 
do in spades, and they’re the clear leader in 
the ODD space. Samsung and Panasonic are 
the only vendors to actual move up at all in 
the list, otherwise it’s pretty static. See? Just a 
little boring... 

HDDs and SSDs are much exciting, 
especially when you look at the upward 


movement of vendors like OCZ, Corsair 

and G.Skill, or the sudden entries of Crucial 
and Kingston into the top ten. All of these 
companies will be riding the success of their 
SSD brands, and seeing all of them either 
appear for the first time or climb up to two 
spaces shows that adoption of the faster 
storage medium is continuing apace. And of 


those brands, OCZ remains the most popular, 


though Corsair is again making leaps and 
bounds. 

The top end of the HDD market is however 
unchanged, but Hitachi's really been the 
standout victim of the rush to SSD hardware. 

As to best models, WD's Velociraptor is 
still popular, but the environtmentally Caviar 
drives are proving very popular. It occurs to 
us that if you’re going with an SSD as your 
OS drive, you can probably afford to be a little 
circumspect with your HDD choice. Nice! 
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Western Digital 
Seagate 
Samsung 

OZ 

Corsair 

G.Skill 

Hitachi 

Intel 
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Brilliantly designed to deliver performance, compatibility and stability. 


Designed for PERFORMANCE Designed for STABILITY 

Using only carefully selected DRAM and performance Like all high-performance memory from Corsair, Vengeance 
screening each module, each Vengeance memory kit is modules undergo rigorous testing before being assembled, 
tuned to deliver fantastic performance and value. Its unique ensuring you’ll get rock-solid stability out of the box. Plus, 
heat spreaders not only look cool, they keep your memory Vengeance is backed by a limited lifetime warranty and 
cooler too, making them a great choice for overclocking. Corsair’s legendary service and support. 

And all Vengeance memory kits are compatible with Corsair 

Airflow fans. ze a 
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JACORSAIR 


Designed for COMPATIBILITY 
Vengeance modules run at 1.5V for maximum compatibility EC easnettttitatsteaae 
with all Intel Core i3, i5 and i7 processors, as well as AMD’s 

full range of Phenom II processors. Vengeance modules also 
include an XMP profile so it’s easy to get maximum memory 


performance from your system. : SERS Gee aiatetteenieem = Sl pipe sees 
2 ' 
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VENGEANCE 


Corsair Vengeance memory. Designed for you. Learn more at corsair.com 


WE’VE DESIGNED A COMPLETE LINE OF ENTHUSIAST-GRADE COMPONENTS AND ACCESSORIES TO MAKE YOUR NEXT PC YOUR BEST PC 
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The AMD Quad-Core A8 APU combines discrete-level, DirectX® 1l-capable 
_ graphics and quad-core processing power on one chip. 


a | S | O N The new AMD A-Series APU enables an immersive visual experience for brilliant HD gaming and videos. 
~ Get discrete-level graphics performance without purchasing a discrete graphics card. 
+ DirectX® 11 capable graphics enables lifelike imagery and stunning detail in games. 
~ Pair the AMD A-Series APU with select AMD Radeon™ HD 6000 Series graphics cards and boost 
visual performance up to 75%o.' 


Get brilliant HD with AMD A-Series APUs at www.amd.com/vision 


HARNESS THE POWER OF DIRECTX® 11. 


Additional hardware (e.g. Blu-ray drive, HD or 10-bit monitor, TV tuner, wirelessly enabled HDTV) and/or software (e.g. natn eeeire) oe Tequired for the full enablement of some features. HD Video display requires an HD video source. Not all features may be supported on 
all components or systems—check with your component or system manufacturer for specific model capabilities and supported technolog 

TEAcLer oles Stari es Eevee ado es acts ed ose eae ea masa ea The expected uplift depends on the ratio of the relative performance of the two graphics engines (ie. the discrete 

graphics and the APU graphics). Specific projections are based on current reference design platforms and are subject to change when final product comes to market. The system configuration is represented by an APU-based system (being the reference design codename ‘Lynx’, 

consisting of the AMD dual-core A4 3450 APU with AMD Radeon™ HD 6410 Discrete-Level Graphics, 4GB DDR3-1066 system memory and Microsoft Windows Ultimate 64-bit) to which an AMD Radeon™ HD 6450 discrete graphics card has been added; creating an AMD 

Radeon™ Dual Graphics system. CP-08. 
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changed a whole lot, and we can’t say 


inclusion in the top ten of Thermaltake, 


KEYBOARD & MOUSE 


Your tactile window to computing land! 


he state of the nation in mousing hasn't distributing locally. 

In mouseland — which is really tiny, by the 
we're surprised. Logitech's not really our way — Logitech's still on top there, though Razer 
personal cup of keyboard tea (ew...), but has eclipsed Microsoft at number two. Further 
there’s no arguing with the many Atomicans down, though, we’re happy to see that people 
who swear by the mighty G15. The only are ditching their Dell and HP mice (about time!) 
other news in keyboardland is the impressive in favour of Steelseries and ThermalTake. 

But man, someone's going to have to do a 
who've only been in the market this year, and LOT of work to knock off Logitech. In fact, we 


Mouse 


, 


Keyboard 


Logitech 
Microsoft 
Razer 

Dell 

HP 
GIGABYTE 
Apple 

Saitek 
Steelseries 
0. Thermal Take 


Logitech 
Razer 
Microsoft 
GIGABYTE 
Coolermaster 
Steelseries 
Dell 

Thermal Take 
Saitek 

0. HP 
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Steelseries, who have only recently started don’t think it can be done. 


SOUNDCARD 


Pumping those sweet tunes... 


WwW? isn’t this awkward... though it’s also 
possibly rather unsurprising. There's 
simply been no movement in this space in over 
12 months. So what can we take form this? 
Well, Creative's lock on the soundcard space 
is still rock-solid, with its X-Fi range of cards. 
They are well ahead of the number two option, 
ASUS, though the latter's Xonar Essence has 
made some headway. Just... not a lot. 
Interestingly, one thing we did take away 
from this part of the survey is that a lot of 
people are planning a soundcard upgrade 
soon. With that being the case, perhaps next 
year will finally see some movement in this area. 


WINNER 


Creative 


2. ASUS 4. Razer 
3. Auzentech 5. M-audio 


isP 


You just can’t pwn noobs without 


a good net connection. 


here was much scratching of heads last year when 


Telstra walked away with the most popular — or at 
least most-used — ISP spot. But this year, it seems 
that there are still a lot of Atomicans sucking data 
down a fat Liberty Elite flavoured pipe. 

Our thoughts last year was that maybe this was 


due to a lot of families using the service and therefore 


a lot of younger readers relying on the setup choices 
of their mums and dads. Move out, guys! 


bb 


MONITORS = 


It’s your window to weightgain 
(assuming you never leave your PC). 


F° once, we're actually walking in sync with 
our readership. If you were visit the home of 
Atomic’s Editor you’d see a Samsung TV, anda 
mess of Samsung monitors. Seems we've gotten 
this one right, as Samsung's walked away as 
the clear monitor preference amongst discerning COB ea a 
Atomicans. 

A goodly distant behind them is Benq, and then 
a tight pack including Dell, ASUS and LG. Every Wi NJ NJ a 4 
other brand really tails off after that. 

As to the preferred model, there’s a whole Samsung 
swathe of 22in varieties that seem to hit the 
sweetspot. In fact, we wouldn't be surprised if a lot , : 
of there are dual-monitor set-ups, too, as two 22in : 7. Viewsonic 
screens seems just about perfect to us. That said, ( 8. AOC 
there's a lot of 24in screens as well, so most likely ‘ g. HP 
this spread comes down to desk space limitations ees 
as much as anything, However, Samsung's lead is : 10. Chimei 
clear so while the models may vary, the choice of 
brand is pretty obvious. Well done Samsung. 


WINNER CONCLUSION 


Well, there we are for another year. 
Telstra Bigpond You could do a lot worse, we figure, 
than building an entire system based 
on the choices of our readers. With 
2, TPG 7, Adam Internet a GIGABYTE motherboard and 
3. Internode 8. Westnet video card, Corsair RAM, Logitech 
4. Optus 0. Netspace peripherals and the rest, you’d have a 
5. iiNet 10. iPrimus system that’s proven reliable by some 
of the most demanding gamers and 
6. Exetel overclockers in the country. 
Keep that in mind next time you 
Netspace and iPrimus have slid two spots upgrade. 
while Adam and Westnet have both seen And thanks once more to our 
greater take up — are you people moving west sponsors, Corsair (who did really well, 
for some reason? too!), Antec and AMD. 


HARDWARE 


KITLOG 


hese are four of our basic systems, with 

something for every taste. The Game Box is 
put together with money-saving in mind, but also 
an eye to getting as much bang for buck. Our 
build has just gotten a little more expensive, but for 
that few hundred you’re also getting cutting edge 
performance and one of the most overclockable 
chips you can get today. 


KITLOG 


It’s great, it’s broken, it’s back... 
Man, Sandy Bridge has been a 
hell of an awkward release, but by now 
boards should be coming back into retail 
and we can start getting on with all these 
planned builds that stalled back in January. 
It really is the sweetspot in terms of price and _ 
performance, and we like sweet... a 


The Perfect PC, on the other hand, is the system 
everyone aspires to, with nothing but the best 
parts — without going crazy, though. It’s a collection 
of all the greatest hardware that we’d pick without 

a budget, sure to impress with performance and 
sheer style. 

Oh, and if you’re wondering what the Ref |Ds are, 
that’s the ID of that article on our website. Just enter 
it like this - www.atomicmpc.com.au/?7NUMBER 
— and you'll go straight to that review. 
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CPU 


MEMORY 


MEMORY MOTHERBOARD 


VIDEOCARD 


MOTHERBOARD 


VIDEOCARD 


THE GAME BOX | 


Intel Core i5 2500-K 


PRICE $220 


Sandy Bridge’s combination of 
cost and overlocking prowess is 
awesome. 

Issue 122, Page 36 


ASUS Sabertooth P67 ' 
PRICE $260 
A tough, well-priced 


little performer. 
Issue 125, Page 35 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-10666CL7D-4GBRI 


PRICE $55 


Great value, tight timings, and 
some flexibility. 


NVIDIA GTX560 
PRICE $220 


A reference-design card, but 
plenty fast for gaming bliss. 


Issue 116, Page 38 N EW 
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AMD Phenom II 
X6 1090T 


PRICE $190 

Six cores of high- 
powered processing joy. 
Red ID: 220395 


Gigabyte GA-990FXA-UD7 


PRICE $270 


Elegance and power, what more 
could you want? 
Issue 127. pg 38 


Gk ombiator GT 
CMT4GX3M2A2000C8& 


PRICE $150 


dgcsso 
a Red-hot memory for dual- 
channel speed. 


AT| 6990 
PRICE $780 

The new fastest video 
card on earth! 

Issue 124, Page 36 
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SUBTOTAL: $1598 


Coolermaster Hyper 212 
PRICE $45 


Nice cooling for a very 
affordable price. 


CASE 


1TB HDD 
PRICE $60 


A thousand gigabyte storage 
drive on the cheap. 


KEYBOARD 


Bitfenix Shenobi 

PRICE $79 i ; 
Worth it for the price NEW 
alone, and sexy to boot. 

Issue 125, Page 44 


Razer Arctosa 
PRICE $50 
A cool-looking keyboard that’ll 


serve you very well. 
Ref ID: 149483 


Viewsonic VX2233WM 
PRICE $215 

21.5 inches of value-packed 
screen, great buy. 

Issue 108, Page 42 


MOUSE 


Tt eSports Element Black 
PRICE $75 


Accurate, comfortable and fast. 
Issue 125, Page 39 


NEW 


Plantronics 


Gamecom 777 ALC889A 


Issue 101, Page 41 


Onboard Realtek 


POWER 
SUPPLY 


PRICE $80 A decent chip that does 
Solid set of cans with the job. 
great audio. 


Thortech Thunderbolt Plus 8300W 


PRICE $239 
A solid PSU debut from a famed m 
memory company. NEW 


Issue 121, Page 43 


SUBTOTAL: $4514 


Noctua NH-D14 CPU Cooler 


PRICE $95 


Bulky, yet quiet and effective. NEW 
Issue 122, Page 47 


CASE 


Silverstone Temjin Series TJ1] 
PRICE $600 
Few can match the sheer space, 


cooling power, and sturdy construction. 
Issue 124, Page46 


OCZ REvo Drive x2 & 3 
WD 600GB VelociRaptor 


PRICE $580 + $320 

Superfast SSD with zippy storage. 
OCZ: Issue 121, Page 43 

WD Ref ID: 220323 


Dell U2410 


PRICE $699 


In-Plane Switching, 1.07 
billion colours and 24 inches. 


KEYBOARD 


Razer BlackWidow 
PRICE $160 
The new benchmark in 


gaming quality. 
Issue 122, Page 50 


MOUSE 


Microsoft Sidewinder 
X8 Wireless 

PRICE $105 

Cable-less, comfortable, lag-free 


and fraggable! 
Ref ID: 148422 


ASUS Xonar Xense 


PRICE $365 


Odd package, but the card 
alone is awesome. 
Issue 124, Page 41 


AUUIU 


POWER 
SUPPLY 


XFX 850W 


PRICE $200 


Plenty of power, ultra-stable 
rails and a great price. 
Issue 107, Page 50 
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he LAN Rig, the ultimate in portable gaming 
power — go anywhere, frag anyone. No longer 
will you be tied to a desk or forced to awkwardly 
manhandle your full-sized rig, helped by a 
convenient handle and beefy tech. Perfect for 
wowing people at LANs, the tech inside is fast 
enough to run any game, and boasts enough 
speed to keep your game running at full clip even if 
other programs intrude in the background. After all, 
no-one wants to miss a headshot. 


There are many benefits to running 
an ITX system, aside from the challenge 
of choosing compatible components, but 
here are just a few of the plusses: 


e Small footprint, so it'll fit damn near 
anywhere — even under a monitor. 

e Lower power consumption due to 
restrained component choice. 

e Generally low-noise due to the ‘wind 
tunnel’ design of most cases. 

e Easily moveable around the house, or 
even taken to a mate’s place - all you 

need is power and a screen. 


Finally, for the more entertainment-minded — and 
really, that’s all of us — there’s The Mini, ready to 
play movies and music quietly and efficiently. The 
basic guts are fast enough for general tasks, and 
the IGP can handle High-Definition content. You can 
also choose from three entirely optional upgrades to 
suit your needs best: a graphics card for WoW, TV 
tuner to catch the game, or a Wireless card to sync 
without cables. The perfect energy-conscious build. 
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MEMORY — MOTHERBOARD CPU 


VIDEO CARD 


MEMORY — MOTHERBOARD CPU 


VIDEO CARD 


THE LAN RIG 


Intel Core i5 760 


PRICE $200 


Intel’s budget quad is more than 
you'll need in a chip! 
Issue 106, Page 36 


GIGABYTE P55M-UD4 
PRICE $200 

Great overclockability, 
nice value. 

Issue 107, Page 40 


ATI5770 
PRICE $190 
A decent value way to get 
into DX11. 

Ref ID: 169775 


G.Skill Ripjaws 200OMHz 


PRICE $190 


Great value memory with amazing 
overclocking. 
Issue 106, Page 52 


Intel Core i3 530 


PRICE $140 


Speedy dual-core with an IGP 
for HD video duties. 


GIGABYTE H55N-USB3 
PRICE $145 

Tiny ITX form factor with up to 

4 storage devices. Neat. 

Issue 113, Page 39 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-I0666CL7D-4GBRH 


PRICE $55 


4GB of fast memory is plenty for running 
multiple HTPC media streaming apps. 


AT|5570 Low Profile 
PRICE $100 

Graphical grunt in half the 
space. Enough for basic 
games, given the size. 


Melie® HARDWARE 


Intel Stock Cooler Silverstone SGO4 
PRICE FREE Tal PRICE $160 
Does the job, fits Ss Small case with handle; add two 
under PSU well. 120mm fans for awesome cooling. 
Ref ID: 148266 
TTB HDD c Razer Arctosa 
PRICE $60 S PRICE $50 
A thousand gigabyte storage (aa! A cool-looking keyboard 
drive on the cheap. Bi that'll serve you very well. 
Se Ref ID: 149483 
Viewsonic VX2233WM Verbatim Rapier V1 
PRICE $215 A PRICE $65 
21.5 inches of value-packed =) Great gaming performance and 
screen, great buy. (=) nifty features. 
Issue 108, Page 42 = Issue 96, Page 43 
Plantronics Guiboard Realtek Corsair HX-520 
Gamecom 777 ALC889A co >| PRICE $140 
PRICE $80 A decent chip that does = aw Modular, efficient and keeps size 
Solid set of cans with the job. © _ manageable in cramped case. 
great audio. om 
Issue 101, Page 41 
Silverstone Fortress FTO3 
Scythe Big Shuriken - ORIGE S168 
PRIDE 2 4 A great case for the N TH 
Tiny 58mm height, quieter a nee builder 4 RW 
than a sponge. - 
‘4 a 
WD Scorpio Blue 640GB yo __ NoctuaNF-R8 
PRICE $100 = PRICE $22 x 2 
Fast 2.5” internal storage — grab S Get some quiet, positive 
two for more space! oC flow in this mini build. 
{ € 
— a A) ® — 
Lite-On DS-8A4S = Logitech diNovo Edge 
PRICE $70 — PRICE $199 
Slim internal DVD drive for ey Wireless board with a 
movies, installs or backups. oT trackpad for mousing. 
pat 
Leadtek Winfast  HY- 1am - 
ByDVR3200 4 ‘A ASUSPCE-NI3. >, Corsair HX-520 NW 
X U4 BRICE $45 oi PRICE $140 
al ae 
PRICE $100 OR rae : F = O- Modular, efficient and keeps size 
: . CG Zippy 802.11N for wireless a) oad : Pp 
ee = HD video streaming. Q.™M _~ ‘manageable in cramped case. 
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YOU DONT STORE 
YOUR MUSIC On 
CASSETTE TRPE 
ANYMORE... 


HHY WOULD 
YOU STORE 
YOUR DATA 
On AR HARD 
DRILDE? 


GAOUND ZERO 


are fidic 


Dan Rutter would like to 


joni ere we are, with gigabytes of RAM and 
CPUs that do tens of billions of operations 
per second, and we're still using three-character 
suffixes to indicate file types. 

Suffix ‘typing’ was getting old when the 
concept of the directory was not often seen in 
home computing, and Bon Scott was still alive. 
But here suffix typing still is. 

There’s been some progress. We've got to 
the point where a.file.name.can-look-like-this. 
doc.exe.xxx.txt and still work (provided it really is 
a text file). And you can have suffixes with more 
than three characters. 

But you usually don’t, do you? My copy of 


ny 


al 4 


if you install a UNIX-alike shell like Cygwin.) 

It's now normal for personal computer OSes 
0 include some sort of background indexing 
service, which tootles along through all of your 
files and indexes their entire contents. Identifying 
he file type along with the contents wouldn't 
be a big deal. If the user opens a folder that has 
files in it that the OS hasn't yet scanned, it could 
just whip through them on demand, in the same 
way that it creates thumbnails for images and 
video files. 

And yet, nobody does it. Even the Macintosh 
has moved away from ‘smart’ file identification; 
suffixes are more important in OS X than they 


...there’s no way to auto-ID files on demand 
without making compromises... 


Windows knows six hundred and something 
suffixes, and the great majority are three or fewer 
characters. 

Why, you might fairly say, does your amazing 
megacomputer not just /ook at files to figure out 
what they are? It might not be able to determine 
every file type that way, but common things like 
MP8s and JPGs and Word DOCs should be 
easy, right? 

Well, yes, that is right. It’s what applications 
do when you tell them to open a file. Sometimes, 
if you’ve got a file of format A that the app 
understands, but it’s suffixed as format B that 
the app also understands, the app will smile 
at you patronisingly and open the file without 
complaint. And pretty much every flavour of 
UNIX back to time immemorial (which, in 
this case, means the mid-Seventies) has a 
command inventively titled “file”, whose purpose 
is to figure out what a file is, regardless of the 
file’s name. 

(You can have “file” on a Windows system too, 


atemic 


ever were before. 

So why is all this so? 

Basically, it's because smart file typing can 
be very slow. There are an awful lot of file types 
out there, and even if you ignore pathological 
examples like raw video from cheap webcam 
software, there are still plenty of files that can’t 
be neatly identified by looking at the beginning 
or the end. You have to hunt through the entire 


file to find an identifying “magic number”, with no 


guarantee that it's even going to be there. 
So there’s no way to auto-ID files on demand 
without making compromises that'll annoy 
a user who just wants to open that file he 
just clicked, or mystify a user who just paged 


through 20 windows worth of icon-view files and 


iS now going to be looking at a window full of 
question marks for the next 30 seconds. 

You could attack these problems by popping 
up notifications that say things like “gee, this 
file called 150_encrypted_prOn_dvds 
seems to be taking a while to identify, do 


HARDWARE 


you want to wait?”, but the user most likely 

to decide that long file-typing waits mean the 
computer is broken is also the one most likely to 
click ‘OK’ without reading the message. 

Now that we're transitioning from mechanical 
to solid-state storage, though, this disk-thrashing 
problem is going away. We've already got fast 
enough processors and large enough physical 
RAM to do fast complex comparisons against 
large file-ID database; all we need is for SSDs to 
replace spinning disks and we'll be all set. 

We'll probably even get it done before we 
use up all 46,656 alphanumeric three-character 
suffixes.( 


Got a favourite file extension? 
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Atomic isn’t restricted to the pages of this 
magazine, and there’s still plenty more to 
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STARTING TERTIARY EDUCATION 


Everything you need to know about starting tertiary education. 


eset, from school to university — or, 
even more so, returning to study from a few 
years’ worth of full-time work — is a daunting 
experience. Tertiary education is very different to 
compulsory schooling. TAFE and university, your 
two options, are very different from each other. 

It’s possible to do reasonably well at school 
simply by turning up. The teachers remind you 
when work is due and will take the initiative in 
speaking to you about tasks that you haven't 
completed to a satisfactory standard. You’re 
given gentle reminders to get your act together 
if you misuse your time in class. To be blunt, 
you're coddled even in the latter years of 
secondary school. The tertiary system is different 

— particularly when you're at university. You’re 
one of maybe one or two hundred students a 
lecturer has. Your lecturers don’t know your 
name. They don’t know your face. They don’t 
know or care that, you know, it’s hard for you 
to get assignments done on time when you’ve 
got work for a few hours each evening. There 
are simply too many students to keep track of 
and the system in which they operate is, out of 
necessity, fairly inflexible. 

Ultimately, you’re an adult. The tertiary 
system puts the onus on you — you should be 
able to realise you have a problem, you should 
be able to approach the right people to see if 
something can be done about it, you need to 
take responsibility for getting your shit squared 
away. If you fail to hand in work on time or to the 
required standard — you rush to complete it, you 
misinterpret a genuinely vague and confusing 
assignment brief — and that's it. You fail the 
subject. You repeat it at your own expense. If 
you're particularly unlucky you wind up in front of 
a board of university bigwigs and have to explain 
to them why you have the right to continue 
breathing the institution's fine air. 


The mechanics of 
tertiary education 


As with secondary education, TAFE and 
university structure their courses around a 
system of core and elective subjects. There are 
certain subjects you must complete in order to 
receive a degree in, say, Information Systems or 
Medicine or Arts. These are your core subjects. 
They must be completed in a specific order. You 
must pass them — if you balls them up you'll 
have to redo them the following semester or 
year. In addition to this you must also complete 
a certain number of elective subjects. With these 
you could opt to major and/or minor in some 
specific field within your area of study or from 
another faculty — for example, you could be 
studying a programming degree and decide to 
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do a minor in business management. 

The classes themselves run in a very different 
fashion to secondary school. Subjects are 
delivered through lectures and tutorials, the latter 
of which are the closest university gets to the 
sort of classroom environment you experienced 
at school. Here you'll have the opportunity 
to discuss and possibly put into practice (i.e. 
actually sitting in front of a computer to do 
something) the theories covered in the lectures 
and weekly readings. Your tutor may even get to 
know your name. At the same time, the onus is 
on you to ask for help if you find yourself falling 
behind the rest of the class. They’ll be your first 
point of contact if you need assistance, but 
it's up to you to ask for that assistance. Other 
subjects may follow different arrangements — 
some will have a greater or lesser number of 
contact hours, others will deliver their material 
through workshops, laboratory sessions or 
seminars. 

At TAFE you'll find the structure of classes 
fairly similar to secondary school, although 
there's still the expectation that you'll either solve 
your own problems or take the initiative to seek 
guidance when you need it. 

Whether you attend university or TAFE, the 
expectation is that you attend at least 80 
per cent — some faculties and institutes may 
demand even more — of the classes. In many 
subjects this means you can miss one, maybe 
two classes. After that, unless you can wave 
around a certificate that proves you were either 
sick or dead those four times you didn’t attend 
your Introduction to Databases tutorial, you 
can be sure you'll be repeating the subject 
next year. Particularly if you’re approaching 


lecturers and tutors after the event to explain 
your circumstances, you can’t expect to get 
much sympathy. Most lecturers and tutors are 
decent sorts and, so long as you’re not clearly 
bullshitting them, will do their best to help you 
out; but their hands are often tied by the system. 
If you Know you won't be able to make class — 
and it’s for reasons other than illness — you need 
to speak to someone before the event to see if 
you can attend a different session for that week 
or complete a make-up task. 

Essentially, that’s the story with everything 
at university. If you’re having any difficulty 
whatsoever — whether it’s an academic problem 
or something personal, such as a monetary 
problem — you need to find the right person to 
talk to before things get out of hand. There’s an 
obvious food chain in place — first you speak to 
your tutor and then, if you’re unhappy with the 
response, you go to the lecturer and then to the 
ead of the faculty. If it’s a personal issue there 
are counsellors, loans officers and pretty much 
every other kind of service available. You're more 
ikely to get sympathy, assistance, a passing 
grade, a short-term loan or sanity-saving advice 
if you deal with issues early. Failing to accept you 
have a problem or letting things get out of hand 
can be an embarrassing and expensive exercise. 
Having to justify to someone that you should 
be allowed continue your studies is a shitty 
experience. And even if it doesn’t get that far, 
every repeated subject costs you — either right 
now, if you’re paying full fees up front, or in the 
long-term if you’re a HELP student. 

Ballsing up at TAFE is considerably less 


expensive than it is at university but it’s still very 


much the kind of experie 


ce you Can live without. 
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STARTING TERTIARY EDUCATION 


Not ballsing 
it up in the first place 


Ideally, though, you won't end up in a situation 


where you have to seek help because, you know, 


it’s three days before that Java assignment is 
due and you've realised you've got no idea what 
you're doing. Doing very well in all subjects at 
university is difficult in that it requires a lot of time, 
effort and commitment, but simply passing — or 
holding down a credit average — is by no means 
difficult. There are subjects — and indeed entire 
courses — where this isn’t the case, but in general 
it’s possible to get by doing little more than 
showing up and handing your work in on time. 
As with dealing with problems, the answer lies 
in taking responsibility for your own learning. You 
need to purchase or download whatever the 
required materials are. You need to actually read 
he weekly texts, particularly if the subject isn’t 
something you have lots of prior knowledge of or 
are innately good at. You need to attend classes. 
You need to have the guts to ask questions 
where necessary or see if the tutor can explain 
or show you that tricky concept once more. If 
the assigned resources — the textbook or even 
the teaching staff themselves — are no good, it’s 
up to you to seek out an alternative that does 
work for you. Sometimes a book is assigned not 
because it’s a stellar example of an introductory 


C++ book but because the lecturer, a co-author, 
wants everyone to Know he's been published. If 
the book is shit remember you have access to a 
library, an entire internet's worth of resources and 
reasonably priced online bookstores — find a text 
that covers the syllabus and is written in language 
you understand and get your hands on it. 
It’s also important to not only take but 
organise your notes in some vaguely effective 
way, SO come assignment or exam time you 
can be confident that you're prepared. Even 
in this day and age it’s not uncommon to have 
lecturers that only explain critical concepts one 


time in a single lecturer — the slides of which they 
simply refuse to upload to the subject's webpage 
because, you know, you're supposed to attend 
all of their classes, right? 
Tertiary education is, ultimately, what you 

make it. It’s just as possible to have a miserable 
time as it is to do really well, do okay and 

spend a lot of time participating in the various 
extracurricular offerings or simply show up to 
class, do your work and go home. The common 
theme is that, as a — theoretically — responsible 
and self-sufficient adult, you need to look out for 
and after yourself. (@ 
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how to... 
apply an engraving 
to your case 


Is your side panel looking rather bland? Have you wanted to try engraving 
but don’t know where to start? Then follow Antony Leather’s guide to add a 
unique engraved design to your PC. 


ngraving is a brilliant way to add true 

originality to your PC case. All you need 

is a rotary tool with some engraving tips 
and you can transfer an image of your favourite 
supercar or fighter jet straight to your side panel. 
There’s an element of skill involved, of course, 
but this guide shows you everything you need to 
get started in ten easy steps. 


tools you'll need 


Rotary tool 


Dremel 2.0mm Diamond 
Wheel Point r 


Dremel 4.4mm Diamond 
Wheel Point 


Masking tape 


CHOOSE THE LOCATION 
FOR THE ENGRAVING 


The location is key for deciding on the design for your 


engraving. For your first attempt, it's usually better to opt for 


asmall, simple design located on alarge flat surface on your 


case, such as the side panel. Measure the area to ascertain 


the right size and style for your design, and make sure there 


are no vents or grilles in the way. 


CREATE AN OUTLINE TO TRACE 


Now goto the Effects menu and under Artistic, select Ink 
Sketch. Ifnecessary, adjust the Ink Outline slider bar to 


reduce the noise in the photo. Then invert the colours again. 


This will have the effect of creating bold outlines and details 
that are easy to follow when you're engraving. Clear any 
stray details using the eraser tool and print out the image to 
the size youneed. 


GRAB A PHOTO 

One of the easiest ways to add an engraved design to your 
PCisto trace a photo, but you can also use copy paper 

to directly transfer the design to the case for more detailed 
images. Choose a photo with clean lines and details, as 
this willbe easier to follow. We chose an aerial photo ofan 
F/A-18 fighter jet. It's also much easier to trace the image 
ifyou perform a few basic photo editing tricks first. Point 
your mouse at www.getpaint.net and download the free 
image editing program Paint.net. Open your image in the 
program and under Adjustments, select and apply Invert 
Colours. 


PRACTISE FIRST 

It's essential to practise engraving on a spare piece of 
material first. If possible, an obscure area of your case 
makes the best test material, as the thickness of the paint 
differs between cases and can have animpact on how easy 
itis for the head to reach bare metal. Familiarise yourself with 
the weight and feel of your rotary tool. Ifyourhand starts to 
ache, try suspending the power cable to relieve some of the 
weight — it’s essential that your hand is able to perform light, 
accurate movements. 
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TAPE THE IMAGE PRINT TO YOUR CASE 

Using masking tape, secure the image fiat to your chosen surface on the case. Check that 
no fan holes or other features will get in the way. Lay the case or side panel fat ona firm 
surface. While engraving is one of the safest tasks you can perform with a rotary tool, it's 
Still a very good idea to wear protective goggles and a face mask. 


FILL IN THE DETAILS 

Avoid cutting great chunks out of the image at first— this means that you'll have nothing 

to use as a guide. Instead, trace some — though not all— of the edges, filling in the finer 
details in the centre first. The image will then stay intact for longer, meaning that there's less 
chance of making mistakes by having to perform some parts from memory. 


CHECK FOR MISSING DETAILS 


Before you pack everything away, inspect your work for areas that haven't scored through 
the paint to the bare metal. They should be easy to spot and won't require a lot of effort to 
put right, even if you spot them at a later date. 
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MODDING 


Start by using the precision-engraving bit on a slow speed setting and trace the finer 
details in the centre of the image. As you become more proficient at the task, you can 
increase the speed, but this will also make your tip less forgiving. It's worth regularly 
blowing away any dust so that you can see how deep the tip is penetrating the paintwork. 
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FILL IN THE LARGER AREAS 

When you start filing in large areas, switch to the larger spherical engraving tip and repeat 
areas until the bare metal shows through. Depending on your design, you may be able to 
remove the paper at this point and use your previously engraved details as a guide, as the 
paper will be quite shredded by this point. 


FINISHING OFF 

Finally, wash the area with water to remove any dust and leave it to dry. Engraving is a 
simple way of giving your PC a unique look and isn't limited to just metal. Engraved acrylic 
side windows look great and, as your skills progress, you'll be a dab hand at applying the 
technique to large areas of your case. 
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GAMES, GAMING AND GEEKERY COVERED... ATOMIC-STYLE 


Wi: starting the Gameplay section off it plays on release, but we don't often get the Ss ponsore cd by 
with something a little different this month opportunity to reflect on how a gaming franchise ~ 
— something a little personal and maybe a little stands up over seven years, and how it fits into — 
controversial in it's conclusions, but that we our lives over that time. And we very rarely get to Z_ | 
enjoyed putting together for you. do that with two competing franchises, like we J L® 
The thing is, that as much as games journalism have this month. The results are well worth a read. a | y 
is about reviewing and previewing and talking But, of course, that’s not all. We also have / | / s 
to developers, being a gamer is about a whole previews of two of this years biggest releases, n _ 
lot more. We can look at a game and see how and a review of FEAR 3! Enjoy! \ —_ 
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ENGINE ROOM 


With Battlefield officially declaring war on Call of Duty in 2011, we look 

back on a rivalry that has been heating up for almost a decade. Follow 

Josh Lundberg as he takes us on a very personal journey (with some 
help from the boss along the way) through gaming history... 
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I: 2003 and 2004 two games were released 
that caused a fundamental shift in the gaming 
industry. And so began a long, strange rivalry. 

From different interpretations of Stalingrad, to 
Berlin, to russian tank battles, Call of Duty and 

: Battlefield 1942 locked horns in the most indirect 
way possible; they were both the premier World 
War Two shooters of the time, but they didn’t 
seem to compete as they were vastly different 
games. 

Now, before we get any further, know that | 
will only be mentioning ‘true’ Battlefield and Call 
of Duty games in this article (no expansions, no 
non-lW CoD). 

Call of Duty came first — but only just, so we'll 
let Activision have the opening word. 


Call of Duty 


Call of Duty burst onto computer screens — and 
note, only computer screens — in 2003. It 
brought with it a new scale of in-game warfare. 
Before it came Medal of Honor, which focused 


Atomicans, Please Note: 

| am ignoring Brothers in Arms intentionally. 
But seriously, what the frack is with the 
new one? | have another article in me 
called ‘Gaming and Franchise Abuse: 

How to Print Money’. 
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on highly linear, one-man army gameplay. One 
moment of true inspiration and greatness set 
Medal of Honor: Allied Assault apart from the 
previous games (yes, Atomicans, the gorram 
console gamers don’t know this came before 
Frontlines)... Omaha Beach. 

Now, members of the MoH:AA team did 
move over to Infinity Ward, so it’s no surprise 
to assume they thought to themselves “why 
don’t we make an entire:game as intense as the 
Omaha level?” 

And so they did. Call of Duty opened — after 
what is now the classic CoD training level — with 
you falling to the ground in the middle of France. 
No crazy sequence like the MoH expansion, just 
BAM. France. Left you thinking you were in for a 
clone, and so off you trot. 

But soon you come across something that 
was a scarcity in MoH:AA... squad mates. 
Friendly Al. You're thrust into a shoot out against 
Germans holed up in a farm house. Your allies 
urge you to push forward, screaming orders with 
what was the precursor to IW’s well-marketed 
dynamic ‘Battle Chat’ technology. 

This continues throughout the game. Your 
squad mates kill one in ten of the enemies, while 
mostly laying cover fire or not doing anything at 
all. But they were there. 

All of this certainly shifted my concept of what 
a war game was — | couldn't be alone. 

Despite the whole thing being smoke and 


mirrors, Call of Duty managed to pull off a sense 
of well-directed, dramatic warfare inspired by 
and likened to Saving Private Ryan, Enemy at 
the Gates and the more recently released Band 
of Brothers. It was truly epic. What was even 
more epic was that after you made it through the 
American campaign, you were faced with the 
British and Soviet struggle against the Third Reich. 

The Soviet campaign took the scale beyond 
the rest of the game and into the stratosphere of 
what was possible in scripted game experiences. 
Like Doom 8, Call of Duty could be played to the 
point where you remembered where every single 
enemy would pop out. Even to this day. But it 
didn’t detract upon replay — you just felt more 
badass. More veteran. 

| will admit that | didn’t play the multiplayer 
much outside of the occasional LAN, but the 
single player showed true innovation. Besides, 
the real multiplayer war was just a rumbling on 
the horizon... 
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Battlefield 1942 


| didn’t manage to buy many games in 2004, it 
being my HSC year [way to make us feel old, 
Lundberg — subea}. Don’t get me wrong - | 
played a lot, but mostly games from a back 
catalogue | missed out on due to the marvelous 
Playstation 1. So, outside of LANs, | didn’t play 
Battlefield 1942 until early 2005... but at LANs 
we sure did play it. A lot. 

| never had the quintessential 1942 
experience some talk about; the full scale clan 
battles with coordinates being shouted over 
VoIP, the off-shore shelling, the carefully planned 
assaults. But | did play the crap out of it with 
mates at a LAN cafe in Chatswood well into the 
night and early hours of the morning. 

Battlefield 1942 was the follow up to 
Codename Eagle (www.atomicmpc.com. 
au/?254815). Having seen that game in bargain 
bins at the age of 15, | didn’t really think much of 
it. And I’ve now reminded myself that was a full 
ten years ago [only ten? — subed]. Thanks, DICE. 

An open world shooter is somewhat like 
an iPad. It meets a demand consumers — us 
gamers — didn’t know was there until it came 
along. We'd seen GTA do the whole open world 
thing, but that doesn’t easily translate into large 
scale objective-based warfare very easily. Unless 
you're Pandemic and LucasArts... shut up. 

As much as you could play CoD over and over, 
you would never have the unique experiences 
Battlefield would produce. There are simply too 
many variables to know in a round of Battlefield. 
Even in a server full of human players, one 
person could turn the tide. And the word ‘tide’ is 
appropriate; there was a map to conquer, people 
to heal, tanks to hold back, and wave after wave 
of enemy to kill until there was no one left. 

With Call of Duty it was — at the core — all 
about kill-count glory. Nothing more, nothing less. 
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| decided | was going to stay away from 
expansions, which left BF:V in a bit of an odd 
place. To me it is a full-fledged addition. That 
it isn’t called Battlefield 2 doesn’t detract from 
the fact it was a fully featured video game. 
Think of it the same way Rockstar thought of 
GTA III through to San Andreas. They called 
Grand Theft Auto 4 number 4 for a reason. It 
changed the game. It was a successor in the 
true sense of the word. 

... That | totally and utterly disagree with 
what | just wrote is really grating me. GTAIV 
is too bland visually and lacks the fun of 
the GTA brand, so | think it was a weird 
side step or detracting. It wasn’t FUN. Yeah. 
That’s right. I’m one of those Saints Row 2 
assholes. Deal. 

Battlefield Vietnam was a great game. 
There simply isn’t much to say about it that 
hasn’t been said about 1942. But | think it 
is important to note that it included all the 
features 1942 had to offer. It just did it all 
in anew setting with new armies and new 
balances. The maps were outstanding, and 
being flown into battle by Hueys was the 
ultimate sense of 80s Vietnam movie fun — 
getting a medivac even more so. And then 
there was napalm... oh, napalm. 


Beyond the huge maps and defining 
Conquest mode, the most obvious difference 
between the two games was Battlefield’s 
vehicles. Although Call of Duty introduced an 
expansion pack which included vehicles in 
some MP maps, they were never at the core of 
the combat. Ships, tanks, planes, jeeps... they 
all changed the landscape of virtual warfare 
forever. For the aircraft enthusiasts who could 
drop bombs on a tank from a thousand feet 


to the ship gunners who pounded islands and 
shorelines with ordnance — vehicles were the 
game changer with Battlefield 1942. 

As time went on Battlefield servers turned 
from war zones to stunt zones; the tricks and 
fun to be had outweighed the teamwork and 
soon mods seemed to be more popular than the 
game itself. Of course, living in Australia is always 
amenace when mods are involved... there are 
far fewer servers, if any at all. 
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And so a Call of Duty void began... CoD:UO 
was purely an expansion and as such didn’t 
count. It was also developed by Grey Matter in 
what we can assume was a time when IW were 
working on Call of Duty 2... and there began the 
leap frog development cycle... 


Battlefield 2 


At release, Battlefield 2 was easily the best- 
looking multiplayer FPS on the market — certainly 
the best looking war game available. The physics 
were first class and, although not flawless, the 
hit-detection was revolutionary (as seen in the 
trailer where a fighter jet fires a missile through 
the open doors of a Black Hawk and out the 
other side). It pushed video cards in a way Half 
Life 2 didn’t. And it needed something better 
than 56k. 

Some things came and some things went 
when BF2 arrived. You could no longer steer 
the aircraft carrier, which limited tomfoolery, but 
heightened fairness. There were now jets (as 
BF:V introduced) and modern weaponry; scopes 
on most weapons after some unlocking; artillery 
and support. The commander. Ahhh, to be the 
commander. 

BF2 is responsible for some of my favourite 
gaming moments of all time. What | love about 
it, what | adore — what | have found to be 
lacking in the Bad Company side-step — can be 
summarised with the following story... 

In 2005 | got my first ADSL connection. When 
BF2 came out | was still on 56k. | hate to admit it, 
but probably 90 per cent of the reason | got the 
connection was to play BF2 online. There were 
so many other legitimate reasons — including 
being able to route a connection that won't be 
clogged up by one person’s use — but the initial 
thought process behind getting hooked up was 
sparked by Battlefield 2. 
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Someone at DICE, | hope you read that 
sentence. | really do. 

Once | was hooked up | joined the battle. | 
quickly learned where | excelled: medic and 
sniping. I’ve always been a half decent sniper, 
but one thing about BF2 pissed me off. | worked 
my arse off to unlock the .50cal sniper rifle and 
that fucker STILL took two shots to kill. | mean, 
let’s not get into the disgusting things that 
hardware does to a person in real life... here, it 
was painfully weak. | kept it up nonetheless, but 
as much as | wanted to be good at sniping | was 


a medic at heart. 

One of the reasons | was a good medic 
was because I’m best suited to assault rifles 
in games and that’s what the medic got — an 
awesome M16 (to start with). Some games 


At release, Battlefield 2 was easily the best- 
looking multiplayer FPS on the market — 
certainly the best looking war game available. 
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I'd live for ages and revive and heal numerous 
friendlies. Hell, I'd often get more points from 
being helpful than from being a skilled shooter. 
I’m sure I’m not the only one. 

One day | was playing round after round, 
hopping servers here and there, until | came 
across a 32-player map of Kubra Dam. Not a 
favourite map of mine, and the larger version 
seemed to have more flash to it. But this 
particular server had it. ‘Had what?’ | hear you 
ask. Which isn’t possible given I’m writing this 
long before your ability to respond... logic fail. 

In any case it had /T. That thing some people, 
places, movies, games, or songs just have. It’s 
that thing people over-analyse and read too 
much into (myself included). Its the thing some 
douchebags probably write PhDs on and before 
they start insisting you call them ‘doctor’ despite 
their inability to help a choking fat guy on a 
packed flight to Bangkok. 

The teamwork. The skills of everyone in the 
server. Just the mix — it was right. 

After a while of losing the battle, | became 
frustrated and either instigated or joined a mutiny 

—| can’t recall which — against the Commander. 
And | replaced him. | was probably a Corporal 

—a lowly Corporal — but | was the highest rank 
there was (the game was new, guys). And there 
was a Black Hawk pilot. And a gunner. We got 
into a Black Hawk and took to the skies and as 
it turned out the pilot was one of the best I’ve 
ever seen. The pilot circled the dam in a steady 
i 
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pattern as our gunner defended the bird. How 
we didn’t get hit by a thousand AA rounds would 
be a mystery if it weren’t for the man flying. 

As we circled | issued orders and used my 
artillery, supply drop and UAV commands to help 
push us in the right direction. It was pure Black 
Hawk Down. In Battlefield 2 the commander 
can be a blessing or a curse — helpful or simply 
spamming the airwaves — but at the end of 
the day it takes more than one gamer to win 
a Conquest. It takes obeying orders. It takes 
medics reviving the injured. It takes squad 
leaders issuing commands. It takes spotting 
of enemy positions. It takes teamwork. And 
through a collaboration of positive team players 
we turned the tide and won the battle — all to the 
thundering applause of massive XP bonuses. It 
was a win in every possible sense of the word. 

| loved the game. Over time, however, the 
fact none of my friends played it took its toll. 
| gradually detoxed and gave up (although, 
Battlefield 2 is a game | continue to play at LANs 
and will occasionally fire up Co-Op for some 
excellent Al canon fodder). 

Soon | was ready to sink my teeth into a new 
single player campaign — something the first 
Battlefields had lacked. 


Call of Duty 2 


Call of Duty 2 will always stick out in my mind as 
areal achievement, but at the same time I’d liken 
it to the initial half-slip-half-step a person does 
before what will inevitably be a very long slide 
down a muddy slope. 

Visually, Call of Duty did something I’d 
never really seen before in a game. While the 
Battlefield games had most certainly improved 
exponentially with each release, Call of Duty 2 
did something very different: it looked the same. 
When | first played the incredibly fun demo for 
Call of Duty 2 | was quite underwhelmed by the 
graphics. But also pleased. It seemed to look 
excellent, but almost identical to the original Call 
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Or 


of Duty. I... how did... what? | couldn’t put my 
finger on it. 

A mate of mine came over and saw the 
demo and assured me it looked far better than 
the original. He suggested that if you put one 
next to the other the difference would be very 
noticeable. So | reinstalled CoD. Low and behold 
the difference was very, very clear. And not only 
that — | figured out what the weirdness was. Art 
design. 

Fidelity to a particular style is one of two 
things: unavoidable by the creator due to a 
particular way of viewing the world creatively 
(see: Cameron, James) or a distinct choice. 
CoD was obviously a distinct choice. Play any 
IW-made Call of Duty and you'll notice all the 
Al soldiers have the same sense of weight to 
them; the same bulk. The same style faces, 
the same sense of stylised reality. Although the 
visuals do in fact, increase in realism and fidelity 
as time goes on, they also carry the design from 
previous titles so strongly you have to compare 
them to remember that they have improved. It 
is in no way an insult, but something very few 
games used to achieve. | would suggest it is still 
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a struggle — Crysis 2 in no way visually resembles 
the previous game. Not only because the 
graphics are inferior, but because the decisions 
behind the visual design are a departure from 
the original game (and Warhead for that matter). 

Call of Duty 2 returned us to the magnificent 
campaign format, but with a slight difference. 

It now offered players (after completing the 
first mission) the ability to play the game in 
CHRONOLOGICAL order. It blew my mind. 
Given you played so many different characters 
—astaple of the CoD series — it was fantastic to 
skip back and forth between British, American 
and Russian soldiers. You could feel the game — 
the war — swelling, coming to a head. 

My first moment of “What?” was the Point 
Du Hoc landing. | am a believer in constant 
player control when it comes to first person 
shooters. If Half Life has no need to take me 
out of the character — or take away my control 

— for exposition, then no game needs to. There 
is always another way. This is an interactive 
medium, after all! 

When the shell hits your modified Higgins, you 
are sent into a scene which takes away your 
control and leaves you with a sniper rifle so you 
can start shooting Germans down from the cliff 
tops. Needless to say... wait, you don’t really 
know me, so I'll get this out of the way now: | 
love the M1 Garand. Well, as much as one can 
love a gun. An odd suggestion in my mind, but 
I've never had the burden of needing to hold 
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one, let alone use one. | just think as a piece of 
technology it is remarkable and fascinating. In 
a World War 2 game it is my favourite weapon; 
shoot from the hip or aim down the sights with 
the precision of Shifty Powers. 

Back to Point Du Hoc: After the annoying . 
cut scene... uh, thing — whatever this removal of 
player control is that has become a horrendously 
over-used mechanic in Call of Duty games — my 
first instinct was to hunt for a Garand, so | did. 
After depleting the sniper rifle ammunition | 
headed up to the battle which would frustrate 
me and destroy my will to continue playing at 
Veteran difficulty. After around 50 or more deaths 
at various points, | had to admit defeat and lower 
the difficulty. 

And why was this so frustrating? Because 
there was no damn quick save! Just know | 
could write an anger-driven rant here for a page 
about the devolution of PC games into console- 
oriented tripe that panders to the least skilled of 
the gaming community. It IS an annoying thing 
to remove. PC gaming is all about control and 
beyond graphics and sound customisation, what 
greater control is there than CHOOSING where 
to save?! 

| never got into CoD2 multiplayer. | just didn’t. | 
love it at LANs but it never struck me as anything 
really worth playing. Not when | had Battlefield 
2 to play. 

What was clear was that, as | mentioned at 
the beginning of this CoD 2 section, this was 


2142. 
BATTLEFIELD 


the beginning of the end for Call of Duty as we 
knew it. 


Generation 7 and 
Call of Duty 3 


This is really where the competition started to 
heat up... 

Call of Duty 2 was — at the time — the best- 
selling Xbox 360 game on the market. Given the 
relative youth of the console this is roughly the 
equivalent of being the most popular person in a 
penguin colony, but it did sell well. 

With the Xbox came a shift in the perception 
of consoles. Needless to say Halo was 
responsible for a huge increase in the gamer 
population, but what would come with 
Generation 7 would be unprecedented: total 
console domination. With this in mind both DICE 
and IW — or more likely EA and Activision — knew 
their respective properties would need to make 
the shift. 


Wow, Josh, I’m guessing you consider Battlefield 


2142 to be an expansion... Wrong! Sure, 
it might be a sci-fi curiosity to some, but 
to its fans it was the ultimate expression 
of the Battlefield franchise, with a range 


of the best MP game modes of all time. 
TITAN. 


or by landing aircraft on it. 


There has simply never been another mode like it, in 


any game since. DH 
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of great weapons, some of the best iterations of SF 
vehicles in gaming (mecha, for the win!), and possibly one 


The game had various forms of Conquest that would 
be familiar to any BF player, but Titan mode was glorious. 
Each team had to defend their Titan command vehicle — a 
hovering, shielded behemoth with turrets, landing bays and 
a whole internal structure — while destroying the enemy's. 

To take down a Titan, you needed to secure missile silos a 
around the map, to knock its shields down. Then you either 
continued pounding — which could take a while — or you 
boarded the thing, either in assault pods launched by APCs, 


DICE worked hard to throw an Xbox and 
Xbox 360 Battlefield 2 clone called Battlefield: 
Modern Combat into stores. It seemed 
desperate and if you’ve played it you’ll know 
that any gamer who was introduced to the 
franchise with this game would likely have a low 
opinion indeed. With CoD 2 dominating the 360, 
Modern Combat was without a doubt a swing 
and a miss. 

Treyarch produced the horrible Call of Duty 3 
at a time when | still hadn't understood the leap 
frog cycle. It was a strange time for me, as | was 
clinging onto PC gaming for dear life as all my 
friends made the 360 and PS3 switch. The only 
console | had was my Wii... and CoD 3 wasn’t 
on PG, so... well... I'll let you fill in the rest. 
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Call of Duty 4: 
Modern Warfare 


By 2007, gaming was swiftly becoming like an 
spisode of Survivor: the game was changing 
‘apidly. With Call of Duty 3, Activision and 
freyarch had bought Infinity Ward the time to 
lease the reboot of the Call of Duty franchise, 
which was — for the first time — not set in World 
War 2. This was a serious decision. The single 
olayer departed from the traditional campaign 
formula and instead told a specific, plot-driven 
Narrative. You were no longer a man fighting to 
Jefeat a war machine — you were now members 
of various high-precision forces hunting the 
world for bad men. 
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The switch from World War 2 to modern day 
wasn’t jarring at all. Despite my initial skepticism 
| found the campaign thoroughly enjoyable, 
even though it no longer felt like Call of Duty. To 
their credit it sure did look like a Call of Duty 
game — only prettier again. It just didn’t have the 
charm of history. There were no fabled battles 
to fight, just pure fiction. Even the wander into 
Pripyat didn’t impress me much after the highly 
accurate portrayal of the city in S.T.A.L.K.E.R.: 
Shadows of Chernobyl. The moments were 
brilliant, however. Charlie Don’t Surf is still a level 
| go back and play. And why is that? Because it 
feels like the old school CoD where you play war. 
Not super soldier. Doesn’t that take us back to 
Medal of Honor, boys? 
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CoD 4 was like a child of two worlds; it clung 
to the old franchise, limiting loss of player control 
and maintaining set-piece moments which 
actually inspired awe. There isn’t much more 
to say about Call of Duty 4 if you didnt play the 
multiplayer. And | didn’t. | know — criminal. It just 
hadn't interested me. Something | still regret. 


Battlefield: Bad Company 


Despite the shortening of single player 
campaigns becoming a real issue over the 
last five years, the irony is that no one will buy 
a game without one. Games still need one 
to be considered good value. So rather than 
create memorable and replayable campaigns, 
developers started making crap ones and 
started concentrating on the multiplayer as the 
replay value. This is interesting, because that’s 
not replaying — that’s just continuing playing. 
DICE bowed to this pressure, because — 
basically — they had to. Bad Company was a 
departure in many ways, but you could see a 
real genius to it that still hasn’t been brought to 
light yet. We’re hoping it does come November. 
The campaign was fun but forgettable, the 
real stand out being the new Frostbite engine. 
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The marketing hype for Modern Warfare 2 was 
just about unprecedented. The Eminem trailer 
remains my favourite gameplay trailer of all time. 


The ability to destroy buildings and terrain was 
an almost a no-brainer. | doubt the developers 
who worked so hard to create it would agree. 
Although it wasn’t total, it was there and it 

made multiplayer feel like war. But those who 
had played Battlefield on PC through the years 
not only missed out on Bad Company (it was 
console only), but also knew some sacrifices had 
been made. 

The maps were much smaller than BF2 maps. 
The classes were... streamlined. | couldn’t be a 
medic anymore. | COULDN'T BE A MEDIC! Well, 
| could. But | suck with machine guns and in BF2 
medic was an assault class hybrid. Maybe the 
fact it was a horribly unbalanced class had an 
impact. So, off | went with the assault class. 

Unlike CoD4 and the upcoming sequel, 

Bad Company allowed you to unlock gun 
attachments and upgrades for whole sections 
of your arsenal. You didn’t have to start from 
scratch every. Damn. Time. You. Unlocked. A. 
New. Weapon. Yes, it was as exhausting as 
that sentence was to read. And write. Full stops 
are annoying. 

The main issue | had with the game was that 
it initially lacked Conquest mode. What were 
they thinking?! Is that even a Battlefield game?! 
Fortunately for the gaming community DICE 
seem to actually care and released great DLC 
content and updates free of charge. With Bad 
Company, this included the release of Conquest 
mode for some maps. 

| clocked a lot of hours on Bad Company, 
mostly with friends. It was a beautiful looking 
game on PS3 and it sure did get the sound 
right. The audio in that game — and now 
Bad Company 2 and I’m assuming BF — is 
impeccable. The first time | shot an Al down 
about 100 meters away in long grass, listening to 
how the shot rang out across the plain, against 
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the trees in front of me... | felt outside. The feel 
of the Bad Company games is highly immersive. 
And DICE knew they were onto something good. 
So they set their eyes on something bigger and 
better: someone else’s market share. 


Call of Duty: 
Modern Warfare 2 


Following the success of Call of Duty 4 and 

the time-filler Call of Duty: World at War — 
developed by Treyarch — Infinity Ward returned 
to the forefront of multimedia success with 

the sequel to their prized new franchise. There 
was confusion about whether Modern Warfare 
would separate from Call of Duty when it was, 
uh, announced it would. But then at the eleventh 
hour it remained. This didn’t stop my PS3 
Hardened edition from not having any mention of 
Call of Duty on it whatsoever. Humorous. 


The marketing hype for Modern Warfare 2 was 
just about unprecedented. The Eminem trailer 
remains my favourite gameplay trailer of all time 
(a pathetic attempt to recapture this was made 
by Treyarch with another Eminem song which 
didn’t suit the visuals — nor the timeline — of the 
next game). It was the Avatar of videogames. It 
put the marketing of GTAIV to shame and sold 
better to boot. They had Hans Zimmer do the 
theme music and basically channeled John 
Hammond — they spared no expense. 

The mentality was big, serious and arrogant. 
The feeling you got when you played the game 
was somewhat like that of watching a movie 
directed by Michael Bay: you know you're not 
actually doing anything sexual, but somehow 
you're involved in a massive wank. It was 
appropriate, because they basically took a 
bunch of Michael Bay movies and made them 
into a single game. 

The invasion of the United States was 
incredibly fun, but far too short-lived. Brevity is 
the key fault of the Modern Warfare games so fa 
Well, the single player anyway. 

IW decided to take the philosophy of ‘if it aint 
broke don’t fix it’ out back and not only shoot it 
like Old Yeller, but nOOb tO0b it in the face with 
an atomic cannon. They decided to continue 
their emulation of Michael Bay and go bigger 
and better. 

| played to level 70 and | loved every minute 
of it. | suspect, however, that this is because 
| never got into CoD4 multiplayer. At a LAN 
late last year we played heaps of CoD4 and | 
realised that the pace of the two games was 
vastly different. The amount of kill streak rewards 
in MW2 is intoxicating in a very bad way and 
the lack of balance is criminal. Both games 
really do exclude new players from playing the 
multiplayer even a reasonable time after launch, 
due to the rapid speed that the ten year old 
lifeless drones level up and acquire boom sticks. 
In retrospect MW2 really was a mess and is 
actually the reason why the fun, piss-taking joy 
ride — and serious and sophisticated multiplayer 
experience — that is Battlefield: Bad Company 2 
felt so impressive. 


| think it is really telling, though, that the 
addictive, but shallow nature of the CoD 
multiplayer left me feeling so empty after hitting 


level 70 that | never played another match again. 


Battlefield: 
Bad Company 2 


Let's get this out of the way quickly: the 
campaign was fun. Not as good as the first. 
Short-ish. Cool, let’s move on. 

I’ve had the pleasure of owning Battlefield: 
Bad Company 2 on PS3 and PC - and it is 
daaaaaaaaaamn good on both. It still doesn’t 
reach the level of satisfaction | got back in 2005 
and 2006 from Battlefield 2, but it was another 
step in the right direction. This time PC gamers 
were fortunate enough to have the game 
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. my PSS version the other day, leaving 
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The Future 


The unknown future rolls toward us. | face it, for 
the first time, with a sense of hope. Because if a 
machine, a... wait. 

What | meant to say was | am very, very 
much looking forward to Battlefield 3. | would 
say it is agame | am more excited about 
than any other release in my gaming life. | 
want it now, but am happy to wait until it is 
ready. It looks beautiful, three-dimensional in 
every sense. Full of content and free of wank. 
| believe it will be outsold by Call of Duty: 
Modern Warfare 3, but over time the Battlefield 
franchise will win the war with its depth and the 
support of what appears to be a more caring 
and self conscious development team. 

My parting thought is simply this: of Call of 
Duty: Modern Warfare 3... | cannot say the same. 


release on their platform... it was evident 
the original Bad Company was just testing 
the console waters. No doubt many of you 
jumped right into multiplayer. Nice one. It is fun 
as hell. 

After | started working full time | no longer 
managed to get onto servers with mates, 
so after | got my new i7 system | switched 
to the PC version of BC2 and bought the 
upgraded weapon DLC to catch up to 
where | was at on PS3. | didn’t see it as j 
lame-ass DLC cheating, because | had 
rightfully earned the items using an inferior (¥ 
control system. Screw you! It’s justified! } 3 

Bad Company 2 is 70 per cent of the Ea 
way there. You know what | mean; it has aa 
larger maps, higher levels of destructibility 
and basically keeping everything that was 
awesome, while adding more content. It == 
also featured Conquest from the get go, F 
unlike the previous game. 

I’m still playing it. | only traded in 


the PC copy as the dominant one. | ‘a 
traded in MW2 a long time ago. A sad 
predicament for a gamer who.was i 
so very in love with what was once a 
marvelous franchise. 
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The Elder-S 
Skyrint 


The classic RPG is back, looking bigger and better than ever. And those dragons... 


I: one of the most over-used tropes in game 
promoting and reviewing: the idea that the 
game X is going to be bigger and better than 
game X-1. Really, that should just be assumed! 
However, some games promise such a boost in 
scale and scope that they really do deserve to 
boast — and that pretty much sums up our first 
impressions of Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim. 


Darker and grittier 
As wide open and impressive as Skyrim’s 
predecessor — Oblivion — was, it never really 
grabbed us like it did many people. There was 
something not quite right about the world, 
something a little too plastic and artificial. 

We saw a very in depth preview of Skyrim at 


E3 recently, and just from that single session 
we feel that it’s not going to have any of those 
issues. While there’s a tonne of great gaming 
in Skyrim, it’s also a much more ‘real’ place to 
get lost in. A lot of that, at least in our opinion, 
comes down to the overall grittier feel of the 
game — the standard ‘medieval fantasy’ setting 
of many RPGs is here replaced by something 
more like our own Dark Ages - it’s all furs, cold 
climates and barbarians rushing hither and yon 
with axes and nasty grudges. 

Too, a lot of the game’s mechanics are 
bound into the very world around you, so 
that as you explore Skyrim you'll build up a 
very personal deep appreciation of the world. 
Bethesda has taken a lot of what it has learnt 
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from the recent Fallout games, made it prettier 
and darker, and the results are so far stunning. 
Part of this sense of a real, living and 
breathing world comes from the game's 
amazing attention to detail. “We needed to 
design and draw everything in the world,” Todd 
Howard, the game’s Director at Bethesda, 
told us at E3. “We wanted lots of micro-detail, 
stuff that’s just as interesting close up.” And 
all of this detail streams into the game as you 
progress through the world — a mountain might 
look impressive from a distance, but as you get 
closer details come into focus, and then you 
can usually find a way to climb it. 
In our gameplay demo, the grim mountain 
environments were alive with just this kind of 


detail — trees and plants, rippling streams, and 
more. Picking herbs and plants is a common 

part of most modern RPGs, but in Skyrim you 
can examine your finds right down to the root 
system. 

In fact, much of the game’s inventory system 
features fully-realised 3D objects. The plants 
are certainly one of the most striking things to 
get this treatment, but weapons, armour and 
many other items can all be closely examined. 
In some cases these items even hold clues that 
feed back into puzzle-based quests. 


Like Oblivion, there are many cities and 
villages to explore as hubs for your wider 
questing, but in Skyrim these beacons of 
civilization each have a working economy, which 
you can help, hinder or simply leave alone. NPC 


citizens will cut wood, work at smithies, and 
build their towns — or, in some cases, rebuild. 
How you integrate with these processes is up 
to you, and you can help chop wood or use a 
forge for your own purposes, like making a new 
weapon. And speaking of which... 


Two-fisted fighting 


Like many E38 demos, we saw Skyrim on Xbox 
360, and the way the gameplay integrates to 
the trigger-based controls is pretty impressive. 
Effectively, you've a trigger for each hand, and 
which tool or weapon you hold in each hand 
shapes your play-style. 

So, if you want to cut a classic swathe, you 
can load up a shield in your left hand, and use 
the left trigger to block, while holding a sword 


in your right hand, which right trigger will 
swing. You can also use both triggers, and this 
causes you to shield-bash an opponent, but 
only at the expense of stamina. 

It’s a wondertully intuitive system, and allows 
for pretty much endless customisation. If you 
fancy spell-use, you can load up spells on either 
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With all this richness, the game’s inventory and 
menu system is going to need to be smooth. 
Luckily, it’s not just smooth, it’s positively slick. 


hand, such as flame and cold-based magic, 
or combine an off-hand spell while wielding a 
sword. You can even choose to double up on 
the one spell, which then lets you fire off more 
focused version by using both hands at once. 
Skills progress and improve based on usage 
patterns, and since the game is class-less, 
what you use will shape how your character 
grows. Even simply wearing armour will up your 
skill in moving and fighting in that armour type. 
There are of course many non-combat skills, 
and you can empower yourself with the many 
standing stones that can found throughout the 


world. The skills also tie back into the game world, 


with many of them mapping to a constellation — 
you're literally looking up at the sky for inspiration 
as you unlock and improve the up to 280 perks 
that the game is going to feature. 

With all this richness, the game's inventory 


and menu system is going to need to be smooth. 
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Luckily, it's not just smooth, it’s positively slick. 
There's pretty much no HUD to speak of, unless 
you're in some situation where your health or 
stamina is being deleted. Items and spells can 
be easily book-marked and mapped to the Xbox 
controller's D-pad, and we're sure it’ll be even 
easier to map items to a fully-fledged keyboard 
in the PC version of the game. 


On the wing 
Of all the things we saw in our demo, however 
— the unique dungeons, the range of spells and 
magic, and the intensely alive world — one thing 
sticks in our mind even now. 
Dragons. 
The classic fantasy beasty, all scales and 
mighty, beating wings, has never looked as 
impressive or as terrifying as it does in Skyrim. 
These creatures of destruction are completely 
unscripted, and their behaviour can range 


from staking out their lairs on mountain peaks 
to crashing and burning a city into ruins. And 

if you want to take advantage of the most 
powerful magic in the game, you'll need to slay 


these monsters to take their souls — it’s no easy 
task, but also looks like it will be one of the 
most satisfyingly epic parts of the game. 

All of these great features — the smooth 
combat, the excellent inventory and menu 
systems, the living world and the mighty 
dragons — comes together with an incredible 
eye for involving the player in the game at a 
truly personal level. Skyrim’s Radiant 
Story system creates side-quests that are 
personalised to your character, that play to or 
challenge your strengths and weaknesses. “We 
can conditionalise or randomise anything in 
a quest,” said Todd, “so quests can be built 
around your character.” 

We can’t wait for the game’s November 
release date, when we fully expect to feel the 
full effect of what's looking like a year’s end 
packed with great games. At this rate, it’s 
looking like November might be the perfect 
time to book a holiday... (=) DH 


Xbox 360, PS3 and PC (previewed on 360) 


Developer Bethesda 


Publisher Bethesda Softworks 
Website www.elderscrolls.com 


Rich world, incredible detail, 
the best dragons EVER. 
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Anticipation rating 


Will probably stop us 
from living and breathing 
Battlefield 3... for a bit. 


Or is it FEAR 3? We're as confused as the game itself... 


W: can still remember being mighty 
curious about the original FEAR, and 
how that confusion kind of kept getting more 
intense the more we played it. We admittedly 
came to the series a little late, but while there 
were bits that almost literally had us turning our 
pants brown in fear, there were other parts that 
left us simply scratching our head. 
Like the plot. | mean... hells, | can’t even 
begin to recount the whole thing to you now — 
paranormal conspiracies, strange young girls 
with incredible powers, more conspiracies, 
some horror and... well, look, the action was 
great and looked good too. 

Future games and expansions just made 
the whole convoluted mess even more 
convoluted, while never quite delivering on 
that same great gameplay. More corporations, 
more conspiracies, more people fucked up 
by incredible psychic energies. And now we 
have F3AR, or FEAR 8, or whatever strange 
pronunciation you want to give it, which more 
or less looks backwards at the playing style of 
its predecessors, turns around, and proudly 
walks into a wall. 


Screw you, loners! 

One look at the art for the game, and every 

endless, breathless trailer, shows off the 

massive left turn the gameplay takes. We're 

not talking about an FPS becoming a strategy 

game, or anything like that — in a lot of ways, it’s 

worse. It’s the co-op play that kind of annoys 

us, which is a massive irony as normally we 

feel that any game can only be improved by 

its inclusion. 
In this instance, though, it does two things 

to mess with the feel of the game. First up, 

there’s whole FEAR/fear thing. This is a horror 

FPS, and one of the things that always worked 


atemic 


well in the previous games, especially the first, 
is that you were playing it by yourself. Often in 
a dark room. On a poop-resistant chair. Some 
of those frights were considerable, and the 
growing sense of creepy dread has rarely been 
done better. 

But when you play FthreeAR (seriously, 
yping F3AR sucks) as intended, you are not 
alone. Either there's literally a dude next to you 
mouthbreathing through the scary bits, or a 
inny voice in your ear. 

Even worse, if you do try to play the game in 
he spirit of its predecessors, you keep getting 
he feeling that there’s a game dev right behind 
you pulling faces at the guy who can’t even 
ind a friend to play the game with. It feels like 
half a game. And because this time around 
what passes for atmosphere is in fact just lots 
of gore, you don’t even end up recouping any 
scares from your solo efforts. 

In a lot of ways, FBAR would have made a 
better spin-off game, rather than third in the series. 
If you've stuck with the game this long, the idea of 
suddenly needing a buddy is a little odd. 


But... 


And you know what, as a spin-off, we probably 
would have liked it a lot more, because there 
are some great ideas here. The co-op stuff is 
actually quite good, with multiple paths that 
each character can take through a level, and 
very different play styles for each character. 
Point Man is your basic run & gunner, with his 
old bullet time ability, while his bro is a ghost 
who can possess NPCs for yucks and fun. 
There’s also some compelling multiplayer 
modes which we can’t help but think are more 
than a little inspired by Left 4 Dead — which is 
in no way a bad thing! However, we are most 
amused by the ‘Fucking Run’ mode, which 


GAMEPLAY 


sees your four man team running from a vast 
gathering cloud which instakill you, and fighting 
your way through many enemies before you 
reach safe ground. The cloud is very informed 
by all that footage of dust clouds rolling down 
New York streets from 9/11 footage, so it’s 
as much an interesting insight into the cultural 
impact of that event as a game mode. We'll 
stop being wanky media theorisers now. 
Ultimately, it’s not that there’s anything really 
bad about the game, it’s rather that it just 
doesn’t seem to fit in the overall schema of its 
predecessors. It’s fun, but frustrating at the 
same time. (@°) DH 


PC, Xbox, PS3 (reviewed on PC) 


Developer Day 1 Studios 
Publisher Warner Bros. Interactive 


Website www.whatisfear.com 


Gameplay 

An odd mix of great mechanics and 

frustration. 

Graphics : 7 scien 
Workmanlike, but nothing to write home ‘=n } 
about. a “rent 
Sound 3 — 
If | hear Fettel laugh one more time... ho | 
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Overall 
Solid, but lacking in real flair. 


| ae this year’s E83 show, we looked 
back on our four days in Los Angeles with 
some alarm. After all the light and sound, the 
endless demo sessions and PR handshakes... 
we struggled to remember what we had 
actually seen. Seriously — we’d played and 
been shown about 20 different titles all up, but 
with one exception, when asked what we’d 
seen we had to step back and think hard. It’s 
just that kind of show. 

However, as intimated, there was one game 
that we could not forget if we tried. Hell, if we 
could, we'd have stolen the entire demo PC 
we played it on, and run cackling from the LA 
Convention Center. 

That game was Battlefield 3, and we're 
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Quite possibly the most thrilling game you'll play this year - maybe even this decade... 


confident — in a way that makes are promise 
of Homefront’s excellence seem churlish by 
comparison — that this will be the game that 
serious PC shooter fans have been waiting for. 
It’s just that good. 


We are Oscar Mike! 


Well, thankfully, we never heard that now 
over-used phrase in the game, but it does 
pretty sum up our own gung-ho joy at what we 
got to do at E38. We saw a couple of different 
gameplay sections — from an awesome tank 
battle and A10 Warthog sortie in the single- 
player, to a brief bit of multiplayer at the EA 
conference — but the crowning achievement 
was a closed doors session on the game that 
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not only delivered the goods on the game’s 
class system — basically a tweaked version of 
Bad Company 2, with the Medic kicked ou 
(Assault dudes now have medpacks), and an 
added Support class for LMG love — but that 
was followed by a totally unexpected 20 minute 
hands-on session. 

We got to play a Rush match on an 
un-named map set in Paris. Probably called 
something clever and esoteric, like... Paris. For 
those not familiar with Bad Company 2, it’s a 
simple mode; one team must defend its MCOM 
station, the other must destroy it. As each 
MCOM is destroyed, another leg of the map 
opens up, with another MCOM to defend/blast 
to constituent parts. 
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The map is great. Being in a city, you’re 
surrounded by tall buildings that naturally 
channel and focus the action; the map is 
quite long, too, so with objectives at one end 
and attacking spawns at another, you neve 
feel like you're being artificially limited in your 
movement — there’s a natural flow to the map, 
just like Rush mode in BC2. The maps starts in 
a park, with rolling hills and dainty bridges over 
streams, but then moves to an underground 


section in a bombed out stretch of Metro tunnel, 


complete with abandoned trains. From there, 
the fight moves to a Metro Station, and then 
onto the street, in a narrow but rather wide 
section of map that effectively caps the T o 
the entire level. It’s elegantly designed, with a 
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lot of variation in required tactics. It was purely 
infantry, too, so it was great to be able to get to 
grips with small-arms without having to worry 
about getting run flat by an M1 Abrams. 

Let's just say this now - it looked stunning. 
Even on obviously early code, this is the best 
shooter we've ever seen on PC. And yes, 
we meant ‘on PC’. BF3 was the only cross- 
platform game we saw at E3 being demoed on 
a computer; but we're talking looks. It makes 
Bad Company 2 look dated, and that’s even 
before we got into the chaos that is the new 
Destruction Engine. As to the ANT technology, 
that DICE has borrowed from EA Sports, it 
adds so much to the game, being able to 
see your whole body move fluidly, and the 


GAMEPLAY 


movement of your fellow soldiers, that you'll be 
spoiled by BFS. 


I'm taking the shot 


After messing about with the Assault class, we 
just had to try out our beloved Recon sniper. 
Scoping up and zeroing in on the enemy 
massing about their MCOM delivered an almost 
‘there’ sense of scale and distance. Subtle body 
cues let us judge movement and vectors, and 
we started dropping bodies; the distant sounds 
of combat echoing back off the buildings, the 
flutter of leaves and trees, the occasional 
collapse of something (like scaffolding built 
around a statue) all added up into the most 
intense firefight. 
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What’s more, it’s obviously been made with 
keyboard and mouse in mind, and given we 
were playing against a lot of console players... 


The ballistics are immensely satisfying, 
requiring skill and patience to get a good shot, 
but delivering with one shot kills if you're careful. 
The balance between quick snapshots and 
carefully aimed ones is impressive, delivering one 
of the best FPS experiences we've ever had. 

What's more, it’s obviously been made with 
keyboard and mouse in mind, and given we 
were playing against a lot of console players... 
well, our 5:1 KDR and top placing in the match 
are testament to how good it felt. 


When the action moved to the Metro tunnels, 


the whole complexion of the game changed. It 
was brutal head-on stuff, and it was here were 
it felt like we could really play with one of the 
more interesting additions to the game — real 
suppressive fire. In BFS, if you put enough fire 
onto a position, those affected by the incoming 
rounds will find their vision blurring and their 
accuracy wavering. It’s a great touch to see 
something that's such a basic tenet of modern 
warfare (ahem) implemented in a way that 


emulates the demoralising effect of it. It certainly 
seemed to work, too, as the attacking side took 
almost no casualties clearing the tunnels, and 
quickly fought into the station proper. 
Glass shattered, false walls collapsed. 
The constant and ongoing damage to the 
environment is incredible. From the station the 
fight evolved onto the street in front, and this 
delivered the most amazing moment not only of 
the demo, but possibly of the show. 
It was a little thing, really. A car blew up, and 
the trees in the street shook in the shockwave. 
Doesn’t sound much on paper, but for a sense 
of real-world verisimilitude... Mind: blown. 
Come October, EA and DICE are going to 
change the PC gaming landscape with this 
title. DH 


Xbox 360, PS3 and PC (previewed on PC) 


Developer DICE 
Publisher Electronic Arts 
www.ea.com/battlefield3 


Website 


Incredible engine; 
finely balanced weapons; 
great map design. 


Waiting for October will kill me. 


& Anticipation rating 
We don’t normally go 


above 89 for our 
: =f AR scores, but... 
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REV 


We took the Atomic Revolver event to Melbourne, with back to back events 
showing off a range of very cool gaming hardware. 


A‘ the overwhelming success of During the day we ran a Revolver event 
Sydney's Atomic Revolver event we for almost 1000 boot camp attendees, 
took it on the road last month, running followed up by a more intimate nighttime 
two events in conjunction with Monash gathering of over a hundred Atomicans. 


University’s annual Computer Games The daytime event was huge, arguably 
Bootcamp. one of the biggest events of the entire 
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Bootcamp according to our inside sources at protocol. Matched with the usual 

Monash. It’s a scale of event that, franbly, we Samsung quality (they won our 

were honoured to be a part of, and if we can Atomicans’ Choice Award in the monitory 

get kids interested in good PC gaming and category after all!), this is a truly cool thing. 

hardware nice and early, even better! Razer not only supplied pretty much 
Our sponsors showed off a range of funky everyone on campus with Beanies (it was 


new kit, including a few products so new to the —_cold!), but the company also gave us 


During the day we ran a Revolver event for 
almost 1000 boot camp attendees, followed 
by a more intimate nighttime gathering... 


country that they havent even made it into the our first look at the new Hydra-based motion 

Atomic labs yet. Which puts even us on a par controller and custom Portal 2 levels. 

with our readers, as we could only gasp and If you thought Portal 2 was brain-bending 

paw at the sexy kit alongside them. Argh! before, you ain't seen nothin’ yet! The Hydra 
Samsung showed off its new monitors, is also our new Post of the Month prize on the 

focusing on a 3D technology that is forums, so if you want a chance to get your 

independent of NVIDIA 3D Vision thanks own, you know where to go. 

to glasses based on the Bluetooth wireless Gigabyte and Geil had our good friend 
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Tony Trubridge from Team Immunity giving us a 
rundown of how their products helped out the 
team, and he also gave us a bit of an update 
on how their eSports outfits were faring in their 
various gaming endeavours. 

Coolermaster had the new rubberised AMD 
editon CM Enforcer case on show, the first time 


It punches all our buttons - cool case design, 
sexy rubber (wait, does that sound wrong?) and 
AMD love. 


including the beastly GT780 which has been 
codesigned by top euro gaming team fnatic. 
Not only is this some great kit, but we still think 
MSI has just about the best laptop sound on 
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we'd seen it since it impressed us at Computex. 


MSI was there to show off its gaming laptops, 


the market. If you were there, you’d no 
doubt agree. 

With giveaways and beers flowing into 
the night it was a truly fantastic event, which 
couldn’t have been possible without the help 
of our sponsors and the tireless efforts of 
Monash Uni’s IT department, its army of boot 
camp volunteers, and the crew from gaming TV 
show Level 3, who ran the live streaming of the 
daytime event. It was an epic day and night of 


If you want to stay on top of our events, the 
best way is to stay up to date on our website, 
and sign up for our weekly newsletter. 


tech and great people. 

As always, if you want to stay on top of 
our events, the best way is to stay up to date 
on our website, and sign up for our weekly 
newsletter. If you like tech, and want to have 
an even deeper insight into what makes our 


beloved PC hardware industry tick, our tech 
events are a must for you. 

And if you want to get your game on, we're 
planning a mess of big launch events for some 
of the hottest games of the year, so you'll want 
to pay attention for those, too. (\@) 
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CULTURESHOCK 


Harry Potter and the 
Deathly Hallows pt2 


The conclusion to this epic saga proves visually 


impressive, if shallow. 


David Yates 
Daniel Radcliffe ,Emma Watson 


T® Harry Potter series has bewitched 

many thousands of fans since the release 
of the novels and feature films, taking our 
imaginations by storm while remaining relatable 
and appealing to people of all ages. It’s been 
transferred relatively faithfully to film; but those 
who are just curious should not watch this 

film first — as the second of a two-part treatise 
on the seventh book there is an awful lot of 
assumed knowledge. 

Part 2 of the Deathly Hallows sees Harry 
Potter and co traversing the wizarding world 
in the search for more Horcruxes (enchanted 
items which contain the soul of Voldemort, 
the nose-less baddie). The tone is darker 
and grittier than the first few films, and 
seems aimed at those who grew up reading 
the novels throughout school. Things have 
deteriorated further since the first part of the 
journey, as Voldemort’s wizards keep a curfew 
on major locations and enforce his will upon 
the none-too-happy populace. 

There's not much more that happens story- 
wise that we can reveal without spoiling it for 
those who haven't read the novels, but for fans 
of cinematography and computer-generated 
graphics this film will prove itself worthy of a 
look-in. From a daylight-starved dragon in the 


of OB 
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bowels of Gringott’s goblin bank to an all-out 
assault on Hogwarts castle itself by an army 
of giants, wizards and other miscellanea, the 
movie sometimes feels like one extended 
action sequence. There are infrequent breaks 
in the action that attempt to explain why 
characters are actually doing the things 
they're doing, but those who are not fluent in 
the Potterverse will quickly become lost as 
explanations are cuttingly brief and oftentimes 
unsatisfactory. 
Also missing is the haunting theme featured 
in the first few movies. While sound effects 
are suitably magical, musical scores fill in the 
background and provide only noise, rather than 
working as a positive addition to the film as a 
whole. 
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CULTURE 


SHORTS 


As any geek worth their glasses will know, 
July is the month for pop culture happenings, 
mostly due to a little event known as San 
Diego Comic-Con — and this years event 
proved as big as ever. Our own personal 
favourite bit of news to come out of SD? The 
surprise casting of Michael K. Williams (Omar 
from The Wire) as the new teacher on the next 
season of Community. This just cannot not be 
brilliant. 


Captain Planet. He’s our hero —- gonna 
take pollution down to Zero... If we've just 
caused you to flash back to your technicolour 
childhood, you'll surely have an opinion on 
news that the Cap’n and his planeteers may 
be hitting the big screen in the near future. We 
are reserving the right to change our mind 
based on casting news and previews, but for 


ce our take is: woohoo! - 


Mentions should go to the teenage cast, 
who pull together for a triumphant last stand. It 
can feel a bit woody and forced at times, but 
for the most part the characters seem genuine. 
Frequent cameo appearances of characters 
from previous films help tie the series together, 
some being listed in the credits without being 
noticeable at all! Annoyingly, though the main 
characters appear to be put in mortal danger 
often, a sense of risk seems absent as each 
avoid calamity time and time again. 

Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows part 2 
is a fitting end to Warner Bros’ film legacy and 
fans of JK Rowling’s novels will flock to see 
it — and it’s worth a viewing for the rest of us, as 
well. JR 


Overall 
A visual feast for the eyes with little 
storytelling, this is one to see in 
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FALLBACK “4 


Little big things 


Ben Mansill calls praise-be upon the mundane. 


i again and welcome to the back page 
H+ bit. You may have just enjoyed the rest 

of the latest issue and are fading out 
with this last bit, and that’s great. Or you may 
be reading this page first. That would make 
perfect sense because, for the most part, | go 
on here about games and tech of times past, 
so it’s chronologically logical to start at the 
beginning, eh? 

The plan for this month’s column was to be 
the ‘most important innovations in tech’, but the 
more | thought about what to include, the more 
| ended up with a growing list of truly awesome 
breakthroughs that weren't big and sexy enough 


wheels, further reinforcing how out of place they’ 


were next to our beloved high tech gear. 

They’d roll around on your crappy wetsuit 
mouse pad all lumpy and imprecise. Elite Doom 
players such as myself would regularly and 
carefully scrape the munge off the wheels. It was 
a skill akin to crafting a stone spearhead, but 
necessary. 

Optical was love at first go. The gaming world 
collectively let out a long tensed breath, thinking 

“finally!”, and all bought one. Surely the uptake 
of the optical mouse is right up there for speedy 
universal acceptance. And well done to it. 


Briefly, the advent of proper mousing surfaces . 


...today we're paying tribute to the little 
things that deserve some love, but not for 
the reasons you'd probably assume. 


to warrant inclusion in the Big List. So Plan Big 
List is scuppered, for today we're paying tribute 
to the little things that deserve some love, but 
not for the reasons you’d probably assume. 

Like the digital monitor. When flat screens 
first appeared we were all ‘ooooh’ ‘ahhh’ so flat! 
They were truly a technology of the future, and 
that's the main reason they kicked off — just like 
flat screen TVs did, despite their sucky 1st-gen 
image quality. There were practical benefits for 
sure. Turn up at a LAN with one and the hateful 
gazes from the sore shoulder mob were priceless. 

Sure, we worried needlessly about the refresh 
rate, but that all worked out fine. We worried a 
bit that while a 15in LCD was pretty, it wasn’t 
the world-encompassing behemoth that a 21in 
CRT was. Again, mooted. And how. 

But for me, by far and away the single coolest 
thing about these babies was that | no longer 
had to twiddle the vertical and horizontal hold 
on the old CRT to center the game screen. 
Perfectly. | don’t think that was being anal in 
wanting the game image to extend perfectly out 
to the screen edges. And with CRT, every time 
there was a resolution change that’s what | did, 
and expect, so did many of you. So screw you, 
stupid CRT, and all hail the effortless wondertime 
we live in when everything always fits right. 

Next up for the praising is the optical mouse. 
Once again, in part for the benefits it brought, 
and in part for the hassles it banished. 

Old ball mouses were horrible. There’s no 
other way to put it. First there’s the slap in the 
cooltech face fact that they used a primitive ball 

— which itself isn’t far removed from a caveman’s 
wagon wheel — and that ball rubbed against little 


98 


also warrants a mention, but a mention’s all it’s 
getting as it was the optical mouse that’s the 
hero here. 

All great innovations are so because of the 
good things they bring, but also the old ways 
that were banished, and to that end may | have 


* 


around of applause for the digital potentiometer. 
Back in the day, pre-game, every single time, 
there was a ritual that gamers conducted before 
embarking upon the destruction of worlds. The 
‘Calibration of the Joystick’ was necessary to 
combat the drift that joysticks all somehow 
acquired while you were asleep. The importance 
of having a perfectly centered joystick needs no 
explanation. Joysticks would also have little trim 
wheels so in-game drift could be countered, but 
that all just highlighted the inelegance of it all. 
Microsoft's Sidewinder sold its ugly black 
arse off — and deservedly so. The digital device 
needed no calibration and was so lovely and 
smooth to use. Despite that it squared off 
against the big Thrustmaster sticks, it easily won 
the day, and is again responsible for a mighty 
collective sigh of thanks from gamers at the time. 
Lastly, love for front USB ports is in order. USB 
itself is somewhat sexy, but having ports on the 
front of your case really is sexy. No more reach 
around! No more port limitations or collections of 
esoteric adaptors. No more fixing your parent’s 
machine where every single plug had its screws 
twisted to maximum unremovability. 
So screw you, internet. Whoop-de-doo, multi- 
core CPU. Whatever, arse-hauling graphics card. 
It’s the little things that matter. A bit. @ 
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Transimp 


= USB 3.0 INTERFACE 

mw HOT SWAPPABLE : PLUG & PLAY 

gw POWER & ACTIVITY LED INDICATOR 

gw EXTERNAL POWER ADAPTER INCLUDED 

= SUPPORTS 2.5°/3.5"/5.25" IDE OR SATA DEVICES 


Transimp 


TIP-Q120U3SI 


T A 
= 10 x FASTER THAN USB 2.0 
mw UP TO 5Gb/s WITH USB 3.0 a 
mw MAX. +5V / 900mA OUTPUT 


m= BACKWARD COMPATIBLE WITH USB 2.0/1.1 
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TIP-PU301CB 


Transimp 


a INSTALL & ACCESS HDD IN SECONDS 

m= STORAGE BOX DESIGN 

m SIMPLE TO USE DESIGN : PLUG & PLAY 

su ADD STORAGE TO ANY SYSTEM WITH USB 3.0 
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P-D180U3-WH 
u UP TO 3Gb/s TRANSFER RATE 


s ALUMINUM ENCLOSURE DESIGN 

mw HOT SWAPPABLE : PLUG & PLAY 

m DUAL 2.5" SATA HARD DRIVE SLOTS 

mw EASY INSERTION & REMOVAL OF HARD DRIVE 


ASTOC 


TIP-M200ST-BK 
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Shuttle Gaming XPC 


Give yourself the advantage with the new Shuttle SX58H7 Pro! 


New additions like USB 3.0, SATA 6G and support for Intel® Core i7 Extreme 
Processors will give you the overpowering edge on a Small Form Factor like never before! 


With support for NVIDIA® SLI™ and ATI® CrossFirex™ it's no wonder why gamers are 
choosing Shuttle for their next ultimate machine. 
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NSW 
ARC Computers 
Aus PC Market 
Digital Star Computer 
Express PC Parts 
MWAVE 

Internet Tech Corp 
Online Centre 
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QLD 
Megabuy 
ITS Direct 
Umart Online 


WA 
Foxcomp 
That Computer Shop 


vic 

CentreCom 

PC Case Gear 
Scorpion Technology 


NT 
Palmerston Computers 
PC Solutions 4u 
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Intel® X58 + ICHIOR with SATA 6G 

Intel® Core™ i7 Processor Extreme Edition 
(or any Core™ i7 Processor CPU) 

Triple Channel DDR3 Memory, Max.16GB 
2x PCI-E 2.0 x16 with ATI CrossFirex™ 

& NVIDIA® SLI” Support 

2x Gigabit LAN with Teaming Support 
New Glossy Chassis Design 

|.C.E Heat-pipe 

500W 80 PLUS® Bronze Certified Power Supply 
All Solid Capacitors 


SA 

Allneeds Computers 
Getright Computers 
Hypernet 


08 8211 


